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edi tor’s note

A New Year to Ponder Our Direction

A

On the cover:
Text . . . .
photo by . . ..

new year is often a timely moment to pause and consider the direction we
are heading and how that direction has been guided by past actions and
decisions. At the Religious Educator, we are often presented with opportunities to consider our direction, both where we’ve been and where we’re going.
Being a submission-driven venue, we hope to offer articles and discussions of
important topics by leading scholars and thinkers. An interesting feature of
this edition of the journal is the large number of submissions discussing Book
of Mormon topics, which appears to reflect a larger trend in that direction
among Latter-day Saint scholars.
If there is a theme to this issue of the journal, it would be teaching the
concepts and doctrines of the Book of Mormon. An article on the topic of
the visual depictions of the plan of salvation grapples with the way we have
portrayed the plan and how that shapes what is said. The authors offer a new
visual model, one that emphasizes different truths while attempting to stay
true to the plan of salvation as taught in scripture. Professor Jared Ludlow
engages a previous publication on the topic of 2 Nephi 25:23 by Professor
Joseph Spencer. Professor Nick Frederick engages the idea of what the Book
of Mormon teaches about scripture, specifically looking internally to the text
for cues about scriptural intent and sacredness of religious texts. Professors
Dan Sharp and Matthew Bowen tackle a thorny textual problem regarding
Ether 4:1 and whether that verse should read King Benjamin or King Mosiah.
They offer a compelling solution.
Readers will also find two important reviews, one on Documents: Volume 4
of The Joseph Smith Papers and a review of Joseph Spencer’s book, An Other
Testament: On Typology. I hope that these reviews will help religious educators make an informed decision about whether these resources will be helpful
for their own teaching and study. We hope that our direction will be obvious
as we seek to inform teachers, to promote the best practices, and to engage the
minds of a new generation of student-disciples.

Thomas A. Wayment
Editor-in-chief
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The Return of the King
el der l arry y. wilson

Elder Larry Y. Wilson is a General Authority Seventy.

From a Brigham Young University devotional address on 1 December 2015.

© Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

T

Elder Larry Y. Wilson

oday I would like to talk about some of the big issues of our time through
the lens of history and literature as well as the restored gospel of Jesus
Christ. We live in a day of technological and scientific marvels. It is also a
time of uncertainty—one in which many question whether or not faith and
religion have a place in their lives or in the public square. You too will have to
decide whether faith has an enduring place in your own life.
In fact, there are dramatic changes occurring within this country as it
relates to faith and religion. A recent Pew Research Center study reported
a dramatic decline in the share of the US population that identifies as
Christian. From 2007 to 2014—in just seven years—it fell by an extraordinary 8 percent.1 While the drop is occurring across the board, it is especially
pronounced among young adults. The world today poses many threats to
faith in God, and the unfortunate fact is that faith in God is waning.
This is not the first time in history that such a crisis of faith has loomed.
There was a similar period around 100 years ago. As the twentieth century
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 1–11
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opened, the world held great hope and enthusiasm for the future. Science
was supplying astounding breakthroughs at every turn, and the world seemed
to be rushing toward a modern period when mankind, through its own selfgenerated progress and technology, might finally be able to solve the ancient
problems of our world.
Consider some of the varied discoveries and inventions in just the
first decade of the twentieth century. The modern escalator was invented—
perhaps a kind of metaphor of mankind’s supposedly inevitable rise. Marconi
sent the first transatlantic radio signal. The vacuum cleaner and the tractor
were developed—harbingers of liberation from more arduous forms of labor.
The Wright brothers flew the first manned flight. Albert Einstein stunned the
world with his theory of relativity. Henry Ford produced more than 10,000
cars on the first assembly line of its kind. The world saw its first talking motion
picture, and Marie Curie discovered radium.2
Cultural historian Richard Tarnas characterized the period this way:
“Using his own natural intelligence, and without the aid of Holy Scripture’s
divine revelation, man had penetrated nature’s mysteries, transformed his
universe, and immeasurably enhanced his existence. . . . His own wits and will
could change his world. Science gave man a new faith—not only in scientific
knowledge, but in himself.”3 This period of time gave rise to what is known as
“the myth of progress”—that is, the idea that mankind was somehow destined
to rise inexorably on this wave of scientific progress to a new Eden. So it was
that on the eve of the First World War, as the quest for power and political
dominance reared its ugly head yet again in Europe, the response was a sadly
naïve one. If a war must be fought because of the aggression of certain nations,
then it must be fought, but most saw it as “the war to end all wars.” The belief
was strong that the future was unquestionably bright.
However, World War I did not end all wars. The staggering cost of this
war dealt a terrible blow to prewar optimism. World War I was expected
to be brief; however, it lasted for more than four years. “By the time of the
Armistice, more than nine million soldiers lay dead and roughly thirty-seven
million wounded.”4 New technologies such as machine guns, high-explosive
shells, poison gas, and the movement of troops by railway meant that more
men could be killed more efficiently than in any previous war. And they were.
On average, there were roughly 6,000 men killed every day of the war.
Twenty-five percent of the young men in France died in the war. In the
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face of such overwhelming tragedy, Christianity seemed irrelevant to many
Europeans and Americans.
Added to the blow of the terrible carnage of World War I came the death
toll of Spanish influenza in 1918. It infected half a billion people and was
estimated to have killed between 3 to 5 percent of the world’s population,
making it one of the deadliest diseases in human history.
To many of those living at that time, the cosmos seemed to be indifferent
and uncaring. Many of the old celebrated values such as honor, sacrifice, and
patriotism seemed hollow. The realities of the new type of war were staggering. The horror of seeing men blown apart and then seeing and smelling their
corpses rot for weeks in the cold mud of the trenches tried the faith that had
sent men to fight for king, for country, and for God.
As a result, the postwar decades of the 1920s and ’30s were decades of disillusionment and cynicism. Faith in God was questioned widely and openly.
The notion of inevitable progress was shattered and compounded by a feeling
of helplessness and despair. Literature after the war reflected this bleak view,
as in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms and Erich Remarque’s All Quiet
on the Western Front.
Many hoped that the lessons learned in World War I would prevent
another world war. Nevertheless, just two decades later, the world descended
into a second global conflict. Not long after it ended, two works of literature appeared that went remarkably against the tide of despair. They were The
Chronicles of Narnia, by C. S. Lewis, and the trilogy of The Lord of the Rings,
by J. R. R. Tolkien.5 These two men had both been soldiers in World War I
and had seen its death and horrors up close. Both men had lost many of their
closest friends to the war, but, remarkably, neither succumbed to the cynicism
and atheism that was so often the war’s aftermath. Their stories celebrate courage, honor, brotherhood, and faith—especially faith.
What might we learn from these men as we also face a time when faith
is ebbing from the world? Following the war, Lewis and Tolkien went on to
become university professors. They taught a generation of students struggling
to make sense of the world at a time when faith was openly questioned. These
two men, who by that time had become fast friends, had an answer. Having
come through this period with their own faith intact, they had a message for
the next generation. The horrors of war had not manifested to them that faith
in God had failed, but rather that faith must be viewed in its proper setting.
That proper setting was the fallen world in which those who have the precious
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gift of faith must fight for good against the combined forces of an enemy bent
on their destruction.
One ever-present constant in their works is the reality of evil—indeed, a
personified, ultimate enemy of all that is good. War did not evidence to Lewis
and Tolkien that there was no God, but that there was a devil. If we do have
faith, then we must hold on to that faith in light of the constant struggle that
goes on in the world between the light and “the Shadow,” as Tolkien called it.
When my wife and I were raising our four children, we loved to read The
Chronicles of Narnia to them. Perhaps you are familiar with the fantastical
world of Narnia, where animals can talk and witches turn their enemies to
stone. Narnia is discovered by four human children who find their way into
it through a magical wardrobe. However, the power in these books derives
not from flights of fantasy but from the compelling Christian symbolism that
permeates them. Lewis conveys his own absolute belief in the reality of Jesus
Christ through his creation of Aslan, the lion who serves as a redeemer for
the world of Narnia. For Lewis, Christ was the most beautiful and important
reality in our world.
The Lord of the Rings, written by J. R. R. Tolkien, is another fantasy classic that tells of a quest to destroy the powerful and evil One Ring in the fires
of Mount Doom. It too seems to be about creatures and places that never
existed. And yet what has made it the most popular book in the twentieth
century, second only to the Bible, is not its fantasy but its realism. It is not just
about brave hobbits fighting the armies of Mordor but about the universal
heroism of all of us—seemingly little people—who must fight against the evil
of our own day in whatever way we can, calling on an inner strength we didn’t
know we had as we do our part in the great struggle that is always going on
between ultimate good and ultimate evil.
Some contemporaries criticized these two literary calls to faith. They
accused Lewis and Tolkien of hearkening after virtues of a world long past.
The disillusioned men and women of the postwar generations were turning to other things—newer gods that promised to save mankind where the
Christian and Hebrew gods had seemingly failed.
Communism was particularly alluring to the postwar generations. But
whatever gains were made by the forced socialization of countries in the name
of communism came at a terrible cost in human lives and human dignity.
Millions died in purges and famine. In truth, more people died at the hands
of communist dictators than died in both world wars.6

5

C. S. Lewis. Courtesy of Ensign Media.
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In the Lewis and Tolkien stories, the good guys are always humble about the lives they find themselves
living. They know that they are part of a larger story, and they seek to carry out that part with faithful hearts.

Other war-weary souls turned to hedonism—the “eat, drink, and be
merry”7 philosophy that characterized the Roaring Twenties. We might
lump in with this group the morally chaotic years that followed the so-called
“sexual revolution” of the 1960s. But turning to the pleasures of the flesh has

6
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produced in our own time unprecedented levels of divorce and family breakdown, as it inevitably will.
Perhaps the greatest number of those disillusioned with the death of the
old world order turned to science. Even though some thoughtful observers
pointed out that it was science that had provided the efficient killing tools
that made the two world wars so deadly, science still seemed to be an attractive solution. At least by applying the scientific method, many supposed, one
could know truth with certainty.
People turned to Charles Darwin’s evolutionary hypothesis to explain
how we got here and to Sigmund Freud’s theories to explain why people did
what they did. However, science proved to be a disappointing god. We enjoy
so many benefits from science, but it cannot provide the eternal truths by
which to guide our lives. And it became apparent that scientists too were
human—men and women who have the common weaknesses and frailties
shared by all. Over time, science proved that it could be a worthy servant, but
that it made a poor master.
Into a world swirling with such alternatives to a seemingly discredited Christianity, C. S. Lewis and J. R. R. Tolkien sent their tales of heroic
quests. Both works surprised critics with their popularity. It was as if they had
splashed cold water on the faces of their readers, reminding the downhearted
that the world had always been a place where good and evil fought for dominance in the human heart.
This is a fallen world. The scriptures call Satan “the prince of this world.”8
The works of both Lewis and Tolkien contained satanic figures who sought
to cruelly dominate human beings—the White Witch in one case, Sauron in
the other. What does mankind need in such a world? We need forces to counter the boundless evil and a hero to lead those forces. One of the attractions
of Lewis’s and Tolkien’s works is this theme of our need for such a hero—a
Savior, if you will. On their own, all the characters in the stories we identify
with come to a point of their own failure. They need someone stronger than
they are.
Surely, part of the great appeal of The Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord
of the Rings trilogy is the longing we discover within ourselves for a champion
to fight those battles we cannot fight. Listen to the description of the hero
Aragorn at the trilogy’s ending. “What does it sound like to you? But when
Aragorn arose all that beheld him gazed in silence, for it seemed to them that
he was revealed to them now for the first time. Tall as the sea-kings of old, he
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stood above all that were near; ancient of days he seemed and yet in the flower
of manhood; and wisdom sat upon his brow, and strength and healing were
in his hands, and a light was about him. And then Faramir cried: ‘Behold the
King!’”9
We can sometimes forget exactly what the great hope of Christianity is. It
is not that Jesus Christ will fulfill all of our own natural aspirations for happiness. It is hope in a triumphant future that only God can and will provide.
We read in the Book of Mormon this advice from Alma: “And now . . .
I would that ye should remember, that as much as ye shall put your trust in
God even so much ye shall be delivered out of your trials, and your troubles,
and your afflictions, and ye shall be lifted up at the last day.”10
The triumph comes “at the last day.” We too await the return of a King.
“In the New Testament’s 260 chapters, Christ’s return is mentioned no
less than 318 times.”11 Clearly, the Lord intended for us to think about this
and to be ready for it. The chief metaphor of the New Testament relating to
the Second Coming is that of a servant who is prepared for his or her master’s
return.
Each of us faces a choice. We can choose to see ourselves as the Lord’s
servants and humbly seek to know what He wants us to be doing with the talents and time He has given us. As such, we can seek to enlarge His kingdom
and prepare it for His return. Or we may imagine that the story is all about
us. Too many fall into this trap. They forget that they are His servants and
begin to imagine that He is theirs. They think erroneously that Christ came
to make all their dreams come true. For those in such a trap, prayer becomes
like dropping memos on a desk in a heavenly office: “Could you please take
care of this as soon as possible?”
In the Lewis and Tolkien stories, the good guys are always humble about
the lives they find themselves living. They know that they are part of a larger
story, and they seek to carry out that part with faithful hearts. Frodo once
expressed his wish that he did not have to undertake such a difficult task as
was given to him. “So do I,” Gandalf replied, “and so do all who live to see
such times. But that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide is what to
do with the time that is given us.”12
Lewis and Tolkien rejected both a faithless view of life and an egocentric
one. Their heroes understood that pain and loss would occur in this life, but
that ultimate victory would be theirs. In their stories, many are the defeats
and great is the suffering that the truest servants endure while fighting for

8
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good in this world. In both Narnia and Middle-earth, hope was in the ultimate return of the king. You too find yourself in a world of conflict between
good and evil. You too must decide what part you will play.
The quality of faith in Lewis’s and Tolkien’s works is not like the vague,
undemanding spirituality that appears to be the preferred belief system of the
millennial generation. It seems that no one wants to be labeled judgmental
today, so our world has posited gods for itself that never judge and are never
stern. They only affirm us and never deny us of anything we want.
But that is not what our friends Lewis and Tolkien believed. Especially in
the figure of Aslan, Lewis described a loving but stern God who came to save
us from our sins and not in our sins. As we raised our own children, my wife
often told them, “Aslan is ‘not a tame lion,’”13 as a way to explain that we must
come to eternal life on His terms, not our own. We must accept God’s will for
our lives even when we don’t fully understand it. Listen to this interchange in
The Silver Chair, one of the books in The Chronicles of Narnia:

9

J. R. R. Tolkien. Courtesy of SoloNews.net.

“Are you not thirsty?” said the Lion.
“I’m dying of thirst,” said Jill.
“Then drink,” said the Lion. . . .
“Will you promise not to—do anything to me, if I do come?” said Jill.
“I make no promise,” said the Lion. . . .
“Do you eat girls?” she said.
“I have swallowed up girls and boys, women and men, kings and emperors, cities and realms,” said the Lion. It didn’t say this as if it were boasting, nor as if it were
sorry, nor as if it were angry. It just said it. . . .
“Oh dear!” said Jill, coming another step nearer. “I suppose I must go and look
for another stream then.”
“There is no other stream,” said the Lion.14

And that is the gospel’s message to your generation: “There is no other stream.”
Only one stream contains the water of eternal life. We find a similar metaphor
in Lehi’s vision of the tree of life. There is only one path that leads to the tree
of life. The path is often obscured by mists of darkness emanating from an
evil source. Without a hand on the iron rod, some wander in what are called
strange paths—and our world is full of such paths. All who followed those
paths were lost.15 We must be humble enough to follow His path and not our
own.16
My dear brothers and sisters, the enemy of your souls will entice you to
take these strange paths, to devote your precious life not to building God’s
kingdom but to any other cause. From Satan’s point of view, any cause will do
if it diverts God’s children from the one path that allows them to hold fast to
the iron rod and thus receive ongoing revelation. This world is full of alternatives that, if they become one’s primary focus, can crowd God Himself out of
our lives—alternatives such as social media, fulfilling a bucket list, making
lots of money, or having an obsession with sports or social causes. There are
endless paths in our world other than the one that leads to the tree of life.
Lewis summed up the conclusion that William Law, an eighteenthcentury clergyman, had come to: “If you have not chosen the Kingdom of
God, it will make in the end no difference what you have chosen instead.”17
So please remember, there is a storyline to this world’s history. It is an epic
tale. It involves a true King who is hidden from the world’s sight for a time
while His kingdom is ruled over by a wicked pretender to the throne who is
a cruel despot, who seeks to rule by war, blood, and horror. But the true King
has true followers—humble servants who are able to see through all the lies
and deceptions of the enemy and who seek to build allegiance to the true
King. They seek to prepare a people who will be ready to receive Him when
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He comes in glory and defeats the false king, rewarding those who are looking
forward to His coming.
I have spoken today about Lewis and Tolkien as examples of those who
saw the ultimate reality behind all of this world’s conflicts and inequities, its
burdens and sorrows. They knew, as we read in Ether, that “good cometh of
none save it be of [ Jesus Christ].”18 That is also my testimony.
In one of our cherished sacrament hymns, we sing, “Jesus, once of humble birth,” remembering how the King of kings was born in a lowly stable. But
the song goes on:
Jesus, once of humble birth,
Now in glory comes to earth.
Once he suffered grief and pain;
Now he comes on earth to reign. . . .
Once forsaken, left alone,
Now exalted to a throne.19

As you think of the Christ child, remember also the sequel to that story: the
future return of the King. As you reflect on the stable in Bethlehem, keep
alongside it these glorious visions of His return:
And I saw heaven opened, and behold a white horse; and he that sat upon him was
called Faithful and True. . . .
His eyes were as a flame of fire, and on his head were many crowns. . . .
And he hath on his vesture and on his thigh a name written, KING OF
KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS.20
And so great shall be the glory of his presence that the sun shall hide his face in
shame, and the moon shall withhold its light. . . .
And his voice shall be heard: I have trodden the wine-press alone, and have
brought judgment upon all people. . . .
And now the year of my redeemed is come; and they shall mention the loving
kindness of their Lord, and all that he has bestowed upon them according to his
goodness, and according to his loving kindness, forever and ever.21

If we are prepared for His coming—if we are looking for it—that day will be
a great time of reunion and rejoicing. Make your choice, brothers and sisters,
to use your time in the cause that matters most—the one that leads to the
millennial reign of Jesus Christ.
I bear my testimony to you that He is the true King of this world. Jesus
first came as the Christ child, a meek and lowly lamb who offered Himself
for our sins. He is going to return in glory to receive the acknowledgment of
every tongue and the homage of every knee.22 May we prepare for the return
of our King is my prayer, in the name of Jesus Christ, amen.
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The greatest concept we can study or teach is the plan of redemption—sometimes
called the plan of salvation or the plan of happiness. The doctrines of the plan
of redemption have more power to bring men to God than any other truth or
concept.

Photo by Rhonda Richins.

M

any members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
quickly recognize the following diagram.

What we become determines
caption .our
. . eternal destination,

Figure 1. The common diagram. Visuals in this article based on artwork by Jolene Johnson.

and the plan of happiness is God’s design to enable that development.
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Diagrams such as this are visual representations of certain aspects of that allencompassing plan. Our Heavenly Father’s plan includes our eternal past, our
present life, and our eternal future. It is impossible to represent all aspects of
that plan in one diagram. Neal A. Maxwell expressed: “Conversationally, we
reference this great design almost too casually at times; we even sketch its
rude outlines on chalkboards and paper as if it were the floor plan for an addition to one’s house. However, when we really take time to ponder the Plan, it
is breathtaking and overpowering! Indeed, I, for one, cannot decide which
creates in me the most awe—its very vastness or its intricate, individualized
detail.”1
We could never capture such vastness and detail in a single diagram or
model. Nevertheless, models and visuals can enable us to better grasp and
teach key portions of this breathtaking plan.
In the Church, we have a proclivity for visual methods of learning and
teaching the plan. The most common diagrams used are variations of figure 1.2 This diagram utilizes various circles to portray where we were, where
we are, where we will go after death, and where we will end up eternally. This
common diagram also uses lines to represent the major events in our progression through the plan: birth and the veil, death, Resurrection, and Final
Judgment. This basic configuration allows us to give a brief yet powerful overview of our eternal journey.
In spite of their introductory strengths, many often-used diagrams like
figure 1 lack overt representation of many critical doctrines frequently discussed in the scriptures associated with the plan. It is possible, for instance, to
teach the plan as depicted in figure 1 without ever mentioning the mission or
role of Jesus Christ, the Creation, the Fall, spiritual death, Christ’s Atonement,
or the principles and ordinances of his gospel. To perpetually teach the plan
with such omissions can lead people to focus solely on that which is overtly
portrayed in the diagram.
To help us anchor the many key aspects of the plan in our teaching,
President Benson counseled us to use “the messages and the method of teaching found in the [scriptures] to teach this great plan of the Eternal God.”3
Because people tend to learn, teach, and remember the plan of redemption
visually, there is a need for wide-ranging models that convey various aspects
of the plan of redemption using principles and patterns used in the scriptures.
This article introduces one additional way of looking at the plan from
a different “camera angle” than those presented in the past. We hope this
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perspective is helpful to students and teachers who may wish for a model that
depicts multiple oft-neglected core doctrines and centers around Jesus Christ
and his Atonement. We intend for this diagram to supplement and enhance—
rather than replace—currently used models.
The model outlined in this article visually portrays two concepts: a) the
foundational doctrines of the plan and b) the states of being through which
humankind must pass in order to become more Christlike and return to live
forever with our heavenly parents.
Step 1: Premortal State

This leads to some fundamental questions: What is the purpose of Heavenly
Father’s plan? Did God give us his plan to help us get somewhere or to help us
become something? Our heavenly parents4 intend for their children to “obtain
a physical body and gain earthly experience to progress toward perfection
and ultimately realize their divine destiny as heirs of eternal life.”5 The divine
destiny of God’s children includes living with our heavenly parents. However,
as important as it will be to return to the presence of God, is that the ultimate
aim of the plan?
If returning to God were the ultimate purpose of the plan, then why did
he send us to earth in the first place? We were already in heaven, living with
our heavenly parents as their spirit children. Merely being in their presence
was apparently not ultimate happiness for us; nor was it the end of our progression. We are here on earth for a greater purpose. Our heavenly parents are
perfect in every way and have glorified, resurrected bodies. We seek to be like
them! Joseph Smith said, “If you wish to go where God is, you must be like
God or possess the principles which God possesses.”6 What we become, therefore, determines our eternal destination, and the plan of happiness is God’s
design to enable that development.
To illustrate this concept visually, we begin with a dotted line. We are on
that line if we are either like God or in his presence.
Past

Figure 2. The presence or likeness of God.

Future
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In the premortal realm, major conditions differentiated us from our
heavenly parents. They had perfected bodies of flesh and bone (D&C 130:22).
We had spirit bodies that lacked vital physical capacities that enable eternal
happiness. We also lacked an infinite level of knowledge, power, love, and
experience that they possess. In addition, our heavenly parents enjoy eternal
life. We could not progress to the measure and will of our Heavenly Father
while in his presence in our spirit-body state. We had to leave and experience
mortality in a fallen state.

Robert T. Barrett, Council in Heaven.

The Three Pillars of Eternity

In the premortal realm, we had spirit bodies that lacked vital physical capacities. We also lacked an infinite
level of knowledge, power, love, and experience.

The arrows on both sides of the dotted line represent the eternal past, or
the premortal state of man, as well as the eternal future, the final state
of humankind, which we will elaborate on later in this article. Based on
teachings from Abraham 3, we began on the left side of the dotted line as
intelligences7 who were spiritually born into heaven as sons and daughters
of heavenly parents. We shaded in the left end of the dotted line to illustrate
being in God’s presence.

According to his plan, God would establish three critical conditions to enable
his children to grow toward becoming more like him. First, we had to have
a place where we could experience mortality’s tests while separated from his
presence. That would require the creation8 of an earth. Second, God’s pure
creation would need, through a process of agency9, to enter a fallen state, thus
allowing for an opposition in all things (see 2 Nephi 2:11). All things would
otherwise have “remained in a state of innocence, having no joy, for they knew
no misery; doing no good, for they knew no sin” (2 Nephi 2:23). Third, that
fallen state would have persisted and “the first judgment which came upon
man must needs have remained to an endless duration” except there “should
be an infinite atonement” (2 Nephi 9:7; emphasis added).10
These three foundational events—the Creation, the Fall, and the
Atonement—are called the three pillars of eternity. Book of Mormon prophets repeatedly used these pillars to teach the plan. Regarding their relationship,
Elder Russell M. Nelson stated, “The Book of Mormon reveals the important
interrelationships between the Creation, the Fall, and the Atonement. One
cannot fully comprehend the Atonement without first understanding the
Fall; and the fall of Adam cannot be fully understood without first understanding the Creation. These three great doctrinal pillars sustain each other
in God’s eternal plan.”11
In the premortal world, before proceeding with the Creation, it was
requisite that one be found who was both willing and able to perform the
Atonement. This intercessor would mediate with eternal justice for our weaknesses, imperfections, and mortal condition and conquer both death and hell.
These two obstacles could not be defeated for us in heaven by the premortal spirit known as Jehovah; they could only be overcome by the uniquely
qualified Jesus Christ in the flesh. Due to the Savior’s distinctive birth, he had
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the power to descend into both death and hell and burst their bands from
within. He could then ascend once again to heaven with infinite power to
“draw all men unto”12 him through the power of the Resurrection. Abraham
recorded Heavenly Father’s profound premortal question as follows: “Whom
shall I send?” Due to the fact that Jesus was the Father’s “Beloved and Chosen
from the beginning” (Moses 4:2), it is probable that every eye in the heavenly
throng turned and looked at the Lamb of God (Revelation 5:6–7) to see his
response to that question. The great premortal Messiah, he who was chosen
from the beginning, simply stated, “Here am I, send me” (Abraham 3:27).
Elder Neal A. Maxwell said, “Never has one individual offered, in so few
words, to do so much for so many.”13
Notice how these three pillars form the basis for all other aspects of the
plan in the diagram below.
Creation

Fall
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Step 2: A State of Innocence

When God created Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, they were created
in a “state of innocence” (2 Nephi 2:23) as immortal beings. They walked and
talked with God and enjoyed his presence—hence, we solidly fill in the line
between the Creation and the Fall. In this paradisiacal state, Adam and Eve
did not know good or evil, joy or misery, happiness or sorrow. They were not
capable of bearing children (see 2 Nephi 2:22–23).
Creation

Fall

Atonement

Atonement

Figure 3. The three pillars of eternity.

We place Jesus Christ and his Atonement prominently in the center of the
diagram to illustrate his central role in the plan of redemption. The Prophet
Joseph Smith taught that “the fundamental principles of our religion is the
testimony of the apostles and prophets concerning Jesus Christ, ‘that he died,
was buried, and rose again the third day, and ascended up into heaven’; and
all other things, are only appendages to these, which pertain to our religion.”14
As Elder Bruce R. McConkie further stated, “We view the atonement of the
Lord Jesus Christ as the center and core and heart of revealed religion.”15
The measure of creation for God’s children in mortality is to become
like their Heavenly Father. The state of being in which we dwell governs our
capacity to progress. The pillars of eternity directly alter the various states
of humankind. By establishing these three pillars, God gave us the opportunity to continue through further states of being in our quest for eternal
progression. Book of Mormon prophets used the word state over fifty times
in specific reference to our progression through the plan of salvation. Those
same prophets also teach about the relationship between the three pillars and
the states through which humankind progresses.

Pre-Earth

Innocence

Figure 4. The state of innocence in Eden.

God did not intend for Adam and Eve to remain in a state of innocence forever. Had they remained in a state of Edenic innocence, they could not have
progressed toward godliness. They needed to experience a mortal, fallen state.
The Fall and the resulting opposition in a mortal state initiated the optimal
conditions in which progression could occur.
Through the power of the Atonement, God graciously covers the first
eight years of our life with innocence (see D&C 68:27 and Moroni 8:8–13).
Thus, each of us personally passes through similar progressions as Adam and
Eve. This childhood state of innocence creates a safe environment for us to
begin learning how to navigate various choices in a mortal body without risk
of eternal punishment for wrongdoing.
Step 3: A Fallen, Mortal State

The Fall ushered in a mortal state and introduced two major consequences
for Adam, Eve, and all their subsequent posterity: physical death and spiritual death. In a gospel sense, death means separation (of two things). Physical
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death is the separation of the spirit and body. Spiritual death represents our
separation from God.
Physical
Death
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Figure 5. The two deaths.

The fallen condition of spiritual death, or separation from God, provides the
situation and conditions that enable all of God’s children to be tested, learn
from their own experience, and further develop the attributes of God. From
birth to death, our fallen state hosts a battle, constantly played out, between
our spirit (arriving to earth from the presence of God) and our body (fashioned from fallen matter). Though this body is a sacred gift, it has desires,
appetites, and passions that, when left unchecked, give Satan power to bind
and captivate God’s children (2 Nephi 2:29).
Stated simply, the body in a natural, carnal, fallen state seeks ease and
pleasure for itself. Pleasure for the body comes in the gratification of natural appetites and passions. When our spirit fails to “bridle all [our] passions”
(Alma 38:12) according to the commandments, the body’s increasingly fed
appetites and passions tend to grow and subsequently lead to bondage and
spiritual regression. This thought was further expressed by Elder David A.
Bednar:
As sons and daughters of God, we have inherited divine capacities from Him. But
we presently live in a fallen world. The very elements out of which our bodies were
created are by nature fallen and ever subject to the pull of sin, corruption, and death.
Consequently, the Fall of Adam and its spiritual and temporal consequences affect
us most directly through our physical bodies. And yet we are dual beings, for our
spirit that is the eternal part of us is tabernacled in a physical body that is subject to
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the Fall. As Jesus emphasized to the Apostle Peter, “The spirit indeed is willing, but
the flesh is weak” (Matthew 26:41).
The precise nature of the test of mortality, then, can be summarized in the
following question: Will I respond to the inclinations of the natural man, or will I
yield to the enticings of the Holy Spirit and put off the natural man and become a
saint through the Atonement of Christ the Lord (see Mosiah 3:19)? That is the test.
Every appetite, desire, propensity, and impulse of the natural man may be overcome
by and through the Atonement of Jesus Christ. We are here on the earth to develop
godlike qualities and to bridle all of the passions of the flesh.16

If we came to earth for the opportunity to become more like God, why would
he place us in fallen bodies of flesh that have a will toward evil?17 Why place
us in bodies that, by nature, seek to pull us increasingly away from his attributes and presence? The opposition of a mortal body provides a very real test
and gives us the opportunity to “[put] off the natural man and [become] a
saint through the atonement of Christ the Lord” (Mosiah 3:19). Much like
the strengthening effect on muscles provided by the resistance of weights, as
we overcome the natural man and obey God’s commandments, we overcome
the resistance of our fallen, carnal state and become more like God.
The scriptures contain many stories of people who overcame intense
opposition while accomplishing marvelous works. For mortality to be a valid
trial of faith and test of our reliance on the Lord, the opposition must be
“in” us, rather than purely “against” us. Only then can we realize that we cannot prevail on our own. Our fallen condition and carnal nature constantly
remind us of our absolute, ongoing, all-inclusive need for a Savior and his
Atonement. Adam and Eve’s Fall initiates our dire need for redemption that
only the Atonement can bring.
Step 4: A State of Redemption

Christ has power to redeem humankind from two things: the direct effects of
the Fall and our own sins.
Through the Resurrection,18 Christ redeems all humankind unconditionally from the Fall. Without an infinite Atonement, we would forever
remain in our fallen state, spiritually dead, shut out from the presence of
God. The prophet Jacob used the same four-word phrase “to rise no more”
(2 Nephi 9:7–8) to describe what would happen to both our bodies and our
spirits if the Savior had not completed an infinite Atonement for us. He
further states that we would become subject to the devil and become like
him. Were this so, the visual portrayals of physical and spiritual death in
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figure 5 would be arrows, demonstrating the eternal, ongoing, and infinite
consequences.
Jesus completed the infinite Atonement with his Resurrection and
made it possible to redeem all of us from both consequences: death and hell.
Many understand that resurrection overcomes physical death. Unfortunately,
many misconstrue the conditions of redemption from spiritual death, or
separation from God’s presence, which we also inherited from Adam and Eve.
This inherited spiritual death is very different from the separation caused by
our own misuse of agency. As demonstrated below, the Book of Mormon
repeatedly teaches that the Resurrection of Jesus Christ unconditionally
redeems all of God’s children from not only their physical death, but also
their inherited spiritual death (see Mormon 9:13).
From atop the walls of Zarahemla, Samuel the Lamanite taught, “For
behold, he surely must die that salvation may come; yea, it behooveth him
and becometh expedient that he dieth, to bring to pass the resurrection of
the dead, that thereby men may be brought into the presence of the Lord”
(Helaman 14:15). He makes the point stronger in the next verse: “Yea, behold,
this death bringeth to pass the resurrection, and redeemeth all mankind from
the first death—that spiritual death” (v. 16; emphasis added). To make the
point unmistakable, he restated it in the next verse, “But behold, the resurrection of Christ redeemeth mankind, yea, even all mankind, and bringeth them
back into the presence of the Lord” (v. 17). Samuel left no question about the
universality of redemption from our separation from God’s presence through
the Resurrection of Christ.
Samuel was not the only prophet who taught of the universality of
redemption. Moroni stated, “And because of the redemption of man, which
came by Jesus Christ, they are brought back into the presence of the Lord; yea,
this is wherein all men are redeemed, because the death of Christ bringeth to
pass the resurrection, . . . and they shall come forth, both small and great, and
all shall stand before his bar, being redeemed and loosed from this eternal
band of death” (Mormon 9:13). Amulek told the people of Ammonihah,
“Now, this restoration shall come to all . . . [and everyone, in a resurrected
body,] shall be brought and be arraigned before the bar of Christ the Son,
and God the Father, and the Holy Spirit, which is one Eternal God, to be
judged according to their works, whether they be good or whether they be
evil” (Alma 11:44). In Book of Mormon terminology, we might say that we
are redeemed from Adam’s two deaths by grace alone (see 2 Nephi 9:22; Alma

The Great Plan of Happiness: A Christ-Centered Visual Approach

23

42:23; Mormon 7:6) so we can then be perfectly judged of our own works (see
2 Nephi 9:15; 28:23; Alma 12:8).
Because of this redemption, not one of God’s children born into this
mortal, fallen state will be punished for Adam’s transgression (see second
article of faith ). In other words, “The way is prepared from the fall of man,
and salvation is free” (2 Nephi 2:4).
Elder D. Todd Christofferson also taught this doctrine when he said the
following:
The Savior’s Redemption has two parts. First, it atones for Adam’s transgression and
the consequent Fall of man by overcoming what could be called the direct effects
of the Fall—physical death and spiritual death. Physical death is well understood;
spiritual death is the separation of man from God. In the words of Paul, “For as
in Adam all die, even so in Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Corinthians 15:22).
This redemption from physical and spiritual death is both universal and without
condition.19
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Figure 6. Universal redemption from two deaths.

Why would God want to bring everyone, the evil as well as the righteous,
back into his presence? The Book of Mormon prophets are consistent on this
point. The doctrine of the Resurrection is inseparably connected with the
doctrine of the Judgment.20 The Atonement brings to pass the Resurrection,
and the Resurrection brings all humankind back into the presence of God
to be judged (see Alma 42:23; Helaman 14:15–17; 2 Nephi 9:15, 21–22;
Mormon 9:12–14).
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Everyone will stand before the Godhead (see Alma 11:44) having been
redeemed from all the direct effects of the Fall “through the merits, and mercy,
and grace” of Christ alone (2 Nephi 2:8). He paid a price to the Father that
we could not pay for ourselves (see Alma 42:11–16). In that moment, each
child of God will stand liberated from all burdens inflicted by others’ choices.
That state of redemption from all external consequences will allow Jesus to
perfectly judge us based on our own use of agency.
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The second aspect of the Savior’s Atonement is redemption from what might be
termed the indirect consequences of the Fall—our own sins as opposed to Adam’s
transgression. . . . Because we are accountable and we make the choices, the redemption from our own sins is conditional—conditioned on confessing and abandoning
sin and turning to a godly life, or in other words, conditioned on repentance (see
D&C 58:43).21
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Through birth, all inherit the effects of the Fall and enter into a fallen state.
Being separated from God, all but Jesus commit sin once they reach the age
of accountability (see Alma 42:14; D&C 68:27). At the Judgment, all must
account for those sins.
Although redemption from the Fall is unconditional for all, salvation from
our own sins is granted only on the “conditions of repentance” (D&C 138:19;
Alma 42:13; Helaman 5:11). Samuel taught the Nephites that Christ “bringeth to pass the condition of repentance, that whosoever repenteth the same
is not hewn down and cast into the fire; but whosoever repenteth not is hewn
down and cast into the fire” (Helaman 14:18). The conditions of repentance
are one of the great themes of the Book of Mormon. Often referred to as the
“doctrine of Christ” (2 Nephi 31:2, 21; 32:6; 3 Nephi 11:31–41), the conditions of repentance also form a major part of the gospel of Jesus Christ as he
himself defined it in 3 Nephi 27:13–21.
Elder D. Todd Christofferson further taught:
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Figure 7. Redemption from our own sins.

Meeting the conditions of repentance constitutes “all we can do” (2 Nephi
25:23, Alma 24:11), reconciles us to God, and opens to us the fountains of
redeeming grace. Ultimately, redemption from our own sins involves making
and keeping sacred covenants and receiving grace.22
It is important to realize that our efforts to live the gospel are necessary
but not sufficient for eternal salvation. The law cannot save us; it can only
condemn (see 2 Nephi 2:5). Jesus Christ saves us through his grace.23 The
Book of Mormon teaches a clear relationship between what we do and what
effect it has on our standing with God: “Now they did not suppose that salvation came by the law of Moses [or any other law]; but the law of Moses
did serve to strengthen their faith in Christ; and thus they did retain a hope
through faith, unto eternal salvation” (Alma 25:16). Thus our efforts to live
the gospel of Jesus Christ do not save us; they increase our faith in Christ.
Increasingly, we trust him and seek his will rather than our own. That process,
fueled by his mercy and grace, changes us. We become more and more like
him, and less like the natural and fallen man, who seeks only to gratify mortal
desires, appetites, and passions.
Step 6: The Final State of Man

Many elements of the plan of redemption culminate at the judgment bar
of God. The Judgment ushers in the final state of humankind. An angel
instructed King Benjamin to teach that Jesus Christ did what he did and

26

Religious Educator ·  VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017

suffered what he suffered “that a righteous judgment might come upon the
children of men” (Mosiah 3:10). Through the Atonement of Jesus Christ, all
will be redeemed from the grave and brought back into the presence of God,
but that redemptive reunion, for some, will be both painful and temporary.
President Ezra Taft Benson said, “Nothing is going to startle us more when we
pass through the veil to the other side than to realize how well we know our
Father and how familiar His face is to us.”24
Multiple Book of Mormon prophets addressed the judgment bar
response of those who fail to meet the Savior’s conditions of repentance. King
Benjamin declared, “Therefore if that man repenteth not, and remaineth and
dieth an enemy to God, the demands of divine justice do awaken his immortal soul to a lively sense of his own guilt, which doth cause him to shrink from
the presence of the Lord, and doth fill his breast with guilt, and pain, and
anguish, which is like an unquenchable fire, whose flame ascendeth up forever
and ever” (Mosiah 2:38; see also 3:24–25; Helaman 14:18; Moroni 9:4).
Alma the Younger also used vivid imagery to describe that event for the
unrepentant: “If we have hardened our hearts against the word, insomuch
that it has not been found in us, then will our state be awful, for then we shall
be condemned. . . . And in this awful state we shall not dare to look up to
our God; and we would fain be glad if we could command the rocks and the
mountains to fall upon us to hide us from his presence (Alma 12:13–14; see
also Mosah 16:5).
With additional revelation and clarification received through the
Prophet Joseph Smith, we learn that Jesus Christ “glorifies the Father, and
saves all the works of his hands, except those sons of perdition who deny the
Son after the Father has revealed him” (D&C 76:43). Excepting the sons of
perdition, all humankind will be “saved” into one of three degrees of glory:
celestial, terrestrial, or telestial. Elder Dallin H. Oaks taught, “These three
different degrees of glory have a special relationship to the three different
members of the Godhead.”25
Those who enter the celestial kingdom dwell eternally in a state of neverending happiness (see D&C 121:45; Mosiah 2:41). In his final message,
Mormon wrote, “And [ Jesus] hath brought to pass the redemption of the
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world, whereby he that is found guiltless before him at the judgment day hath
it given unto him to dwell in the presence of God in his kingdom” (Mormon
7:7). Those in the celestial kingdom “shall dwell in the presence of God and
his Christ forever and ever” (D&C 76:62).
Those in the terrestrial kingdom “receive of the presence of the Son, but
not of the fullness of the Father” (v. 77). Those who receive a telestial glory
“are cast down to hell and suffer the wrath of Almighty God, until the fullness of times. . . . But where God and Christ dwell they cannot come, worlds
without end” (vs. 106, 112). They will receive “not of his fullness in the eternal world, but of the Holy Spirit through the ministration of the terrestrial”
(v. 86).
Those who deny the Holy Ghost cannot bear a telestial glory. These sons
of perdition will shrink from the presence of God to outer darkness as the
only ones “on whom the second death shall have any power” (D&C 76:37;
see also Alma 12:16).
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Figure 8. The plan of redemption.

At our Judgment, we will have a “perfect knowledge like unto [those] in the
flesh, save it be that our knowledge shall be perfect” (2 Nephi 9:13). This perfect knowledge will kindle a “bright recollection of all our guilt” (Alma 11:43).
In this awareness, even the hardest of hearts will acknowledge that “all his
judgments are just; that he is just in all his works” (Alma 12:15). God’s plan
is so fair that even telestial-bound souls will “bow the knee, and . . . confess
to him who sits upon the throne forever and ever” (D&C 76:110) that his
glorious plan is perfectly fair.26
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It would be neither just nor merciful for God to force the wicked into
the celestial kingdom. Could such a person feel any peace or contentment
in God’s kingdom, surrounded by his perfection and glory? Moroni teaches
that the wicked would be more “miserable to dwell with a holy and just God,
under a consciousness of [their] filthiness before him, than [they] would to
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dwell with the damned souls in hell” (Mormon 9:4). Hence, God’s preparation of multiple glories shows his love for his children and the role of agency
throughout the entire plan—culminating in the perfect balance of justice and
mercy in their eternal judgment.
Those who repent of all their sins will receive “all that [the] Father hath”
(D&C 84:38). For those who choose something less, they will “enjoy that
which they are willing to receive, because they were not willing to enjoy that
which they might have received” (D&C 88:32). As C. S. Lewis wrote, “There
are only two kinds of people in the end: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be
done,’ and those to whom God says, in the end, ‘Thy will be done.’ All that are
in Hell, choose it. Without that self-choice there could be no Hell. No soul
that seriously and constantly desires joy will ever miss it. Those who seek find.
To those who knock it is opened.”27

Simon Dewey, Christ in the Land Bountiful.

Conclusion

The Resurrection of Jesus Christ unconditionally redeems all of God’s children from not only their physical
death, but also their inherited spiritual death.

Traditional location-focused models of the plan of salvation provide a wonderful introduction and overview of our journey through the eternities. The
model presented here complements these widely used diagrams by focusing
on the three pillars that uphold that plan and highlight the centrality of the
Savior Jesus Christ and his infinite Atonement. Additionally, this model
emphasizes the various states of being through which we pass in our journey through the plan. It also emphasizes other major roles of Jesus Christ as
Creator and Judge within the Father’s plan.
Through the Savior’s perfect and infinite Atonement, God has enabled
all of us to overcome all effects of the Fall and progress to become more like
him. Everyone ever born into mortality will receive unconditional redemption from the direct effects of the fall through the Resurrection of Christ.
That universal redemption will lead all to be judged on their use of agency,
based on their own accountability. Eternal salvation from the indirect effects
of the Fall (our own sins) is granted to those who meet the Savior’s conditions
for repentance (Alma 42:27).
These doctrines (Resurrection and Judgment), taught with the pillars
of eternity, have supernal power to stir God’s children to repentance. Hence,
Joseph Smith taught, “The doctrine of the Resurrection of the Dead and
Eternal Judgment are necessary to preach among the first principles of the
Gospel of Jesus Christ.”28
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Many prophets in the Book of Mormon follow a powerful teaching pattern. They clearly explain certain elements of the plan of salvation and then
invite their audiences to act on what they taught. Those invitations often
include things such as increasing one’s faith in Christ, repenting of sins, being
baptized, or continuing to press forward in the path that leads to eternal life
(see Alma 7:14; 34:31; Helaman 7:23; 10:14; 12:23; 14:19; 3 Nephi 9:22;
Mormon 5:24; 7:8; Ether 4:18).
After dying on the cross, Jesus taught the spirits in paradise based on this
same pattern. “And there he preached to them the everlasting gospel, the doctrine of the resurrection and the redemption of mankind from the fall, and
from individual sins on conditions of repentance” (D&C 138:19).
Studying multiple aspects of God’s plan through more than one lens
allows us to see more facets of what he has put into place for our eternal progression and happiness. This opens additional channels for the Holy Ghost
to inspire increased faith in the Savior, repentance of our sins, and increased
desires to make and keep covenants with God.
When we study and teach his plan using the words and examples that he
and his prophets use, we will have a greater tendency to inspire more of his
children to repent and prepare to stand before him spotless at the great and
last day—having been reconciled to God through his Only Begotten Son (see
2 Nephi 10:24; 25:23; Jacob 4:11).
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A

“For we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do.”

Book of Mormon verse that has led to immense discussion and scrutiny
is 2 Nephi 25:23: “For we labor diligently to write, to persuade our children, and also our brethren, to believe in Christ, and to be reconciled to God;
for we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do.” It is particularly the last part of the verse, “after all we can do,” that has garnered the
most attention since it seems to qualify the statement on grace and leads interpreters to define what grace means in LDS belief and consequently what role
our efforts or works play in relation to grace. A significant article dealing with
this verse, and to which this article is responding and nuancing, was written
by Joseph Spencer in 2014.1 Spencer’s excellent analysis of this verse reinforces the importance of focusing on the context of this verse, particularly the
grammatical subjects within the verse, in order to pull the meaning out of the
last phrase. Yet unlike Spencer’s article, which is a theological reading of the
scripture, this piece will try to focus more on Nephi’s historical situation in an
effort to better understand what Nephi’s words meant in their initial context
(something Spencer cursorily alludes to in a later section of his paper). Too
often the last half of the verse is touted as an overarching statement of LDS
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doctrine on grace without paying careful attention to its meaning within its
original literary context. Nephi’s original context, especially the verses that
follow verse 23, emphasizes salvation only coming through Christ, yet it also
encourages continued observance of the law of Moses in order to be reconciled to God, for that is all they could do until Christ fulfilled the law through
his Atonement.
Spencer raises five excellent questions from the reading of 2 Nephi 25:23
that highlight the verse’s ambiguities and, consequently, its difficulty for
interpretation. The simple reading and traditional interpretation of verse 23,
that grace comes chronologically after we have expended our best efforts, is
the least likely correct interpretation even though it is often provided as a
proof text on the role of grace in LDS theology (and thus is frequently used
as fodder by critics of the Church who feel that Latter-day Saints maintain a
theology of “earning” salvation). Thus I agree with Spencer’s conclusion that
“the obvious reading of 2 Nephi 25:23 is anything but obvious.”2 In order to
set the stage for a discussion of a possible meaning of this verse, a brief discussion with Spencer’s five questions will follow.
Spencer’s Five Questions

Question 1 asks who the subject “we” in the verse is understood to be and
whether that subject changes. I concur with Spencer that a key to understanding this verse is that the subject does not change, and thus the “we” is Nephi
and other record keepers, prophets, and teachers who want to persuade their
own children and brethren to believe in Christ. In other words, it is primarily
directed to their own people in their own day.
Question 2 asks whether there is a difference between “believing in
Christ” and being “reconciled to God,” and which of them (or both) is connected to grace? As will be shown below, “reconciled to God” seems to be
tied with keeping the Mosaic covenant under which they were bound, while
“believing in Christ” helped them remember to whom the law was pointed
and who is the ultimate source of salvation. “Believing in Christ” was more
linked to grace since Christ not only fulfilled the law of Moses but satisfied
the law of justice, a gift offered through Christ’s Atonement.
Question 3 points out the clear connection between salvation and grace
and thus asks how this relationship should affect our interpretation of this
verse. Nephi seems to emphasize this incontrovertible relationship so that his
listeners and readers will never think there is another way to salvation, such as
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the law of Moses. It is similar to what Abinadi would later teach the priests of
King Noah when he responded to his own question directed to them: Does
salvation come by the law of Moses? (see Mosiah 12:31). He stated, “And now
ye have said that salvation cometh by the law of Moses. I say unto you that it
is expedient that ye should keep the law of Moses as yet; but I say unto you,
that the time shall come when it shall no more be expedient to keep the law
of Moses. And moreover, I say unto you, that salvation doth not come by the
law alone; and were it not for the atonement, which God himself shall make
for the sins and iniquities of his people, that they must unavoidably perish,
notwithstanding the law of Moses” (Mosiah 13:27–28; emphasis added).
Question 4 explores the possible meanings of “after” in this verse, which
is certainly one of most important issues since it can dramatically alter the
verse’s interpretation. As alluded to previously, “after all we can do” is often
interpreted as some type of chronological disclaimer that creates a relationship
between grace and our best efforts or works. After we have exhausted all our
efforts, grace will then make up the difference and fill in the gap until we
qualify for salvation.3 The difficulty with this view is determining the role of
grace before we have done all that we can do. Another difficulty is determining
when we have done enough, or our “best,” in order for Christ to do the rest?
Some commentators, like Stephen Robinson, have defined “after” as
something different from a chronological marker, more a term of separation.
In this case, “after” becomes something like “in spite of ” or “notwithstanding”
to emphasize the absolute role of grace in our salvation after all is said and
done.4 The possible problem with this view is determining the role of one’s
own works in relation to salvation, especially in Nephi’s context. It can lead to
the notion that we do not need to do anything and we will be saved. Yet there
are many scriptures that emphasize Christ’s commands to repent and obey, in
other words, to be a faithful, covenant-keeping disciple (e.g., Mosiah 2:24;
John 14:15; 2 Nephi 32:1, 3–5).5 As will be discussed below, Nephi does
seem to use “after” with a chronological sense, but more in the sense of the
sequence in God’s salvation history (the various acts or epochs through which
he works with his children here on earth), not “after” our own works.
In question 5, Spencer explores how the wording of the verse would
be different if Nephi had meant “after we have done all we can do.” Stated
another way, if Nephi didn’t word it this way, why is it often interpreted in
this sense? Thus question 5 focuses on the distinction between what can be
done versus what has been done. I agree with Spencer here that the emphasis
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is not on what Nephi, his family, and his followers did or accomplished in the
past (or their works), but it presents what is expected of them to do, what can
be done, even if that is not the cause of salvation.
We will now try to explore this verse in more depth, paying particular attention to its literary context to hopefully better understand Nephi’s
original intent and teaching. The discussion of the context will help us better understand the subjects of verse 23 and the progression of the argument
Nephi is making in this chapter.
Literary Context—Before 2 Nephi 25:23b

Second Nephi 25 comes after Nephi has quoted many chapters from Isaiah.
He starts this chapter sharing his feelings on the importance of Isaiah for his
people despite the fact that he has not taught them in the manner of the Jews,
a deficiency which has made some of Isaiah’s sayings hard for them to understand. Nephi mentions that he will now speak in plainness and prophesy so
that his readers can understand Isaiah’s words, particularly his prophecies
regarding the house of Israel and its gathering in the last days. Nephi states
that for those who think Isaiah’s words are of no worth, he will speak particularly to them “and confine the words unto mine own people” (2 Nephi 25:8).
Through the Spirit, Nephi shares prophecies about the coming of the Messiah
among the house of Israel and its subsequent rejection of him. As a result,
the house of Israel will be scattered and scourged for many generations until
it believes in the Son of God and does not wait for another Messiah (see
2 Nephi 25:16). “Then, at that time,” Nephi states, “the day will come that
it must needs be expedient that they should believe these things [Nephi’s
prophecies about Christ’s atoning mission]” (2 Nephi 25:16). God will then
proceed to gather the members of the house of Israel and his words will judge
them and convince them of the true Messiah they had rejected.
Nephi next gives a plain prophecy that the Messiah would come among
his people in six hundred years from the time they left Jerusalem, and his
name would be called Jesus Christ, the Son of God (2 Nephi 25:19). Then,
teaching by analogy,6 Nephi shows that just as Moses and the children of
Israel were powerfully delivered through God’s hand, “There is none other
name given under heaven save it be this Jesus Christ, of which I have spoken,
whereby man can be saved” (2 Nephi 25:20). This statement is consistent with
other places in scripture where physical deliverance is a sign that God can
also save us spiritually (e.g., Alma 38:4–5) and corresponds to what Nephi
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will emphasize a few verses later, that salvation can only come through Jesus
Christ.
In the ensuing verses, Nephi shares that God promised that his writings would be preserved and handed down to his seed. He also explains that
Joseph (of the Old Testament) was promised that his seed would never perish (2 Nephi 25:21), which sets up Nephi’s next prophetic statement and
leads up to our verse in question: “Wherefore, these things [Nephi’s writings and prophecies] shall go from generation to generation as long as the
earth shall stand; and they shall go according to the will and pleasure of God;
and the nations who shall possess them shall be judged of them according to
the words which are written” (2 Nephi 25:22). Then in verse 23, Nephi suddenly goes from first person singular to first person plural without explaining
who is joining him. “For we labor diligently to write, to persuade our children, and also our brethren, to believe in Christ, and to be reconciled to God”
(emphasis added). It could have reference back to the only other plural group
mentioned in this chapter—the prophets—whose words, along with the
words of the angel of God, prophesy of Jesus’s name and his coming mission
in mortality (see verse 19). Or, more in line with what follows, he could be
referring to others in his own day, such as his brothers Jacob and Joseph, who
were consecrated teachers of the people (see 2 Nephi 5:26) and who would
labor diligently to teach and write to their children and brethren about Christ.
Thus the context of 25:23b includes the following:
•

•

•

•

•

Nephi emphasizes the importance of Isaiah’s prophecies regarding the
scattering and gathering of the members of the house of Israel and the
role of the Messiah among them.
Nephi focuses his plain words on those who do not think Isaiah’s
words are important, and he confines his words to his own people.
The house of Israel will reject the Messiah and be scattered until it
believes in the Son of God; then it will believe “these things” (presumably his writings and those of Isaiah and others in the record).
Nephi reiterates the doctrine that there is no other name save Jesus
Christ through which salvation can come.
Nephi knows his records will be preserved and passed down to his
seed, so the writers of the record labor diligently so that their posterity
and brethren can believe in Christ and be reconciled with God.
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reading. First, verse 24 is strongly linked to the previous verse by the use of the
conjunctions “and notwithstanding.” Second, both verses have the same we
subject, and third, both verses seem to be using a series of alternating parallel
phrases:

How do we determine when we have done enough, or our “best,” in order for Christ to do the rest?

Literary Context—After 2 Nephi 25:23b
Saved by Grace after All We Can Do

In the second half of 2 Nephi 25:23, Nephi continues to talk using the first
person plural, we: “For we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all
we can do” (2 Nephi 25:23). One important point to note is that the subject we remains consistent throughout the verse. Just as we labor diligently to
write and persuade our children and brethren, so we know it is by grace that
we are saved, after all we can do. In other words, the last phrase is not a universal statement on grace in God’s plan of salvation but a limited statement
about Nephi’s and associated record keepers’ own situation and purpose. This
setting raises the question, What did Nephi believe that he and his people
needed to do? The context of this verse helps answer this question.
2 Nephi 25:24—We Keep the Law of Moses until the Law Shall be Fulfilled

Although many people interpret our phrase in 2 Nephi 25:23 with little
or no attention to what follows, the literary context demands a connective

A “And, notwithstanding we believe in Christ,
B we keep the law of Moses,
A and look forward with steadfastness unto Christ,
B until the law shall be fulfilled” (2 Nephi 25:24).

If this verse, full of a series of parallel phrases, is a continuation of the previous verse—the first pair of phrases having to do with Christ (A) and the
second pair with the law of Moses (B)—then it may inform our reading of
verse 23. The conjunction “notwithstanding” is key to deciphering its interpretation. “Notwithstanding we believe in Christ” is connected to verse 23’s
efforts to persuade their children to believe in Christ and his redeeming grace.
Yet notwithstanding this belief, they continue to keep the law of Moses until
it is fulfilled because it is all they can do for the time being. According to
the logic of this parallelism, belief and grace in verse 23 refer to Christ, and
“be reconciled to God” and “all we can do” refer to observance of the law of
Moses.7 In other words, all Nephi and his people can do in a pre-Christ setting
is keep the law of Moses to be reconciled to God while believing and looking
forward to Jesus’s Atonement in the future.8 Nephi knew that the Atonement
is what would bring ultimate salvation after Christ’s fulfillment of the law of
Moses (“fulfillment” connotes not only the law’s completion but Christ’s perfect obedience to it in order to bring it to its completion). In the meantime,
the law of Moses provided a way to be reconciled with God, to be obedient
and faithful to what God had asked of them, and to receive all the blessings
of the future Atonement.
2 Nephi 25:25—We Keep the Law Because of the Commandments

The next verse (2 Nephi 25:25), especially with the epexegetical conjunction
“for,” connects with the previous thought and carries on the discussion of the
importance of keeping the law for the time being while expounding upon the
relationship between Jesus Christ and the law of Moses:
A “For, for this end was the law given;
B wherefore the law hath become dead unto us,
B’ and we are made alive in Christ because of our faith;
A’ yet we keep the law because of the commandments” (2 Nephi 25:25).
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This verse explains the purpose for which the law was given (to point
towards Christ and his fulfillment of the law) and the sentiment that the
law has become dead unto them because they know it will be fulfilled: a
sentiment, incidentally, shared by Paul in a postresurrection setting. A true
understanding of and faith in Christ’s mission—whether living before, during, or after Jesus’s ministry—include a realization that he is the source of
salvation, not the law. The law is only preparatory and instructive. The law
does not bring them true life, but they are made alive through faith in Christ,
a very Pauline-like statement. Yet they continue keeping the law because they
were commanded to do so; at this point, it is all they can do.9
2 Nephi 25:26–27—The Deadness of the Law Versus Life in Christ

Verses 26 and 27 continue the contrast between Christ as the source for
remission of sins and the deadness of the law. The emphasis also remains on
teaching their children about the law so that the children can learn of its deadness. It is as if they are living in a limbo status where they know the law is not
the ultimate source of salvation, yet they still teach and keep it until Christ
comes to fulfill it.10 “Wherefore, we speak concerning the law that our children may know the deadness of the law; and they, by knowing the deadness
of the law, may look forward unto that life which is in Christ, and know for
what end the law was given” (2 Nephi 25:27).11 The end of verse 27 includes
the same word “after” as in verse 23, delineating the chronological sequence
between the two key events in God’s salvation history we have been discussing, the law of Moses and Christ’s atonement: “And after the law is fulfilled
in Christ, that they need not harden their hearts against him when the law
ought to be done away” (2 Nephi 25:27; emphasis added). Nephi was trying
to teach that the law of Moses would serve a purpose for a period of time, but
he was concerned some would resist giving up the law after its fulfillment
by Christ because it was what they had observed for so long to bring them
closer to God. Nephi prophetically saw the struggle many Jews and even
early Christians and later Nephites faced with the teaching that old things
like the law of Moses would be done away. This foresight was fulfilled when,
during Jesus’s visit to the later Nephites, Jesus perceived that they struggled to
understand this concept that he had given as part of his sermon at the temple
mount (see 3 Nephi 12:17–20, 46–47; 15:2–5). Jesus had to emphasize that
he had given the law earlier but that the law had been fulfilled in him and had
ended, so now they needed to keep the commandments he was now teaching
them to enter the kingdom of heaven. “Behold, I say unto you that the law is
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fulfilled that was given unto Moses. Behold, I am he that gave the law, and
I am he who covenanted with my people Israel; therefore, the law in me is
fulfilled, for I have come to fulfil the law; therefore it hath an end” (3 Nephi
15:4–5). “Therefore come unto me and be ye saved; for verily I say unto you,
that except ye shall keep my commandments, which I have commanded you
at this time, ye shall in no case enter into the kingdom of heaven” (3 Nephi
12:20).
2 Nephi 25:30–26:1—We Keep the Law Until the Law Shall Be Fulfilled

In 2 Nephi 25:30, Nephi repeats his key teaching that, in the meantime and
until the law is fulfilled, it is necessary to keep the law of Moses: “And, inasmuch
as it shall be expedient, ye must keep the performances and ordinances of God
until the law shall be fulfilled which was given unto Moses” (2 Nephi 25:30;
emphasis added). The chronological pointer “until” relates to the notion that
Christ’s saving mission and fulfillment of the law will come after the only thing
they can do now, which is keep the performances and ordinances of the law of
Moses. The next verse teaches that once Christ fulfills his mission and appears
to Nephi’s descendants, his words will become the new law: “And after Christ
shall have risen from the dead he shall show himself unto you, my children,
and my beloved brethren; and the words which he shall speak unto you shall
be the law which ye shall do” (2 Nephi 26:1; emphasis added). A few chapters
later, Nephi repeats a similar point when he says that no more doctrine would
be given “until after he [ Jesus] shall manifest himself unto you in the flesh.
And when he shall manifest himself unto you in the flesh, the things which
he shall say unto you shall ye observe to do” (2 Nephi 32:6). Jesus himself
reiterated this principle when he clearly declared in 3 Nephi 15:9–10, “I am
the law” and “I have given unto you the commandments; therefore keep my
commandments.” The eventual Nephite implementation of all this is related
in 4 Nephi 1:12: “And they did not walk any more after the performances and
ordinances of the law of Moses; but they did walk after the commandments
which they had received from their Lord and their God.”
Thus the context of 2 Nephi 25:23 can be summarized as follows:
•

The topic of verse 23 continues in the next several verses through the
use of conjunctions and the same we subject (which included Nephi
and other prophets and record keepers), describing their specific
situation: teaching their children to believe in the coming Messiah
while living under the law of Moses.
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•

•

•

Parallel phrases contrast grace and Christ with “all they can do” and
the law of Moses.
Strong statements describe life coming through Christ and deadness
to the law, yet a temporal disclaimer is given that they continue to
keep the law because they have been commanded to do so.
A recognition that after the law of Moses is fulfilled, Christ’s words
will become the new law, the new path to salvation.

Summary

As enticing as it is to read 2 Nephi 25:23 as a universal doctrinal statement
about the relationship between grace and one’s good efforts or works, the
context of the verse points to something else. Nephi was writing for himself
and other record keepers to a specific audience, his children and brethren (“I
. . . confine the words unto mine own people”; 2 Nephi 25:8). They understood
that salvation came through the grace offered by the future Messiah, Jesus
Christ, and that that salvation would come after all they could do living the
law of Moses in their current situation. They knew that the law of Moses alone
could not bring them salvation—it was a dead end—but they continued to
observe its performances and ordinances for three primary reasons: they had
been commanded to do so, it would reconcile them to God, and it pointed
them towards Christ. It was all they could do until Christ appeared unto
their descendants following his resurrection and taught them his new law.
So ultimately they (Nephi and his pre-Christ descendants) knew they were
saved by the grace of Christ’s atoning mission, which would be fulfilled later
chronologically (i.e., in the meridian of time), yet they also already received
blessings of grace by concurrently doing all they could do (keeping the law
of Moses). This passage is not an argument of doing good works to the
point when grace kicks in, but, as in Galatians, it is a recognition that we
are saved by grace through the coming of Christ to perform the Atonement
(the chronological “after”), not through the works of the law of Moses (see
Galatians 2:16; 3:19–25). Christ’s Atonement is the greatest manifestation
and source of grace, and its full blessings came after, because the law of Moses
was fulfilled. Therefore, Nephi and others teach their children about Christ,
the source of remission of sins (verse 26), and the deadness of the law and the
purpose for which the law was given (verse 27). It is ironic that 2 Nephi 25:23
has often been used as ammunition by “grace only” believers who feel that
the Book of Mormon somehow lessens or denies grace because it requires
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followers to do all the works they can do before grace can save. But what
Nephi is actually writing here is a very Pauline-like statement to his children
and brethren that even after all they can do under the law of Moses, which
they must still obey because it has been commanded of them and is part of
their covenant relationship to God, it is only the grace of Christ, not that law,
that can save.
Likening 2 Nephi 25:23

Since Jesus Christ has already fulfilled the law of Moses, what does
2 Nephi 25:23 have to do with us today? If we follow Nephi’s example (see
1 Nephi 19:23) and liken this verse to ourselves, thereby removing it from
its original context, we can draw interpretations on the relationship between
grace and our works based on this verse. For example, many draw analogies
between our repentance and reliance on the merits of Christ to the statement
made by the Anti-Nephi-Lehies in Alma 24:11: “It has been all that we could
do (as we were the most lost of all mankind) to repent of all our sins . . . , for it
was all we could do to repent sufficiently before God that he would take away
our stain.” So all we can do is repent. This is certainly consistent with Christ’s
teachings in 3 Nephi that everyone must follow his new commandments and
his doctrine to repent and be baptized (see 3 Nephi 11:32–33). What both
of these instances indicate is an effort on our part to reconcile with God. The
literal sense of reconcile is “to call back into union.”12 This is certainly one of
the aspects of the Atonement, to bring us back at one with God, so that we
can be cleansed and made worthy of entering his presence.
Jacob, a likely source for Nephi’s teaching in 25:23 as argued by Joseph
Spencer, taught the principle of reconciliation in 2 Nephi 10: “Wherefore,
my beloved brethren, reconcile yourselves to the will of God, and not to the
will of the devil and the flesh; and remember, after ye are reconciled unto God,
that it is only in and through the grace of God that ye are saved” (2 Nephi
10:24). Note the use of “after” in this passage also. After being reconciled unto
God we should remember that our efforts at reconciliation will not be the
source of salvation, for it is only in and through the grace of God that we are
saved; but the repeated invitation in scripture is to take that step to return
and reconcile to God—that is all we can do. Since the fulfillment of the law
of Moses by Jesus Christ, Christ has invited us to follow his law in order to
receive salvation, so in this sense it is all we can do since our merits alone
would not bring salvation.13 Just as Nephi taught that they still kept the law
of Moses because they were commanded to do so by the premortal Jehovah,
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likewise we do what we are commanded by the Savior in the post-Atonement
conditions of salvation.
If I (or Nephi or Nephi’s readers) did nothing, could I be saved?
Obviously I cannot presume to speak for what God could or would do in
all cases; his power is great enough to do so. However, the Book of Mormon
repeatedly teaches that we will not be saved in our sins, only from our sins,
and wherever that notion appears, invitations to do something also appear.
Thus I do not agree that Jacob or Nephi or others “[leave] no room for the
idea that something of our own efforts plays a role in saving us,”14 because if
I do not do anything, then I am not being obedient to Christ’s invitations,
thereby I remain in a wicked, unclean state.15 Grace helps us turn to God and
accept his invitations. Therefore, in that sense, grace is saving us because it is
helping us along the way, but if it is only grace acting without any response on
our part, then we have no agency in the process. When individuals are acted
upon without first turning to God, such as Alma the Younger or Paul, it is a
strong invitation to change course or they will be eternally destroyed. Despite
the extreme act of grace of having this spiritual wake-up call, they then still
had to do something to continue on the path of grace and salvation. Alone,
we can never fully become worthy of reentering God’s presence, but we have
been commanded to do something, and grace will bless our lives and natures
all along the return path to God’s presence. If Jacob’s teachings in 2 Nephi 10
are a source for Nephi’s statement in chapter 25, it may be instructive to also
see what Lehi, before his death, testified to Jacob earlier in 2 Nephi. Lehi did
indeed teach that redemption comes in and through the Holy Messiah, “for
he is full of grace and truth,” and because he offers himself as a sacrifice for
sin, he answers “the ends of the law.” However, Lehi also emphasized that
Jesus would only answer the ends of the law for those who have a broken
heart and a contrite spirit: “And unto none else can the ends of the law be
answered” (2 Nephi 2:6–7). So there’s a meeting point alluded to in Lehi’s
testimony between his teaching that no flesh “can dwell in the presence of
God, save it be through the merits, and mercy, and grace of the Holy Messiah”
with the requirement that individuals humble themselves, show remorse, and
believe in Christ: “They that believe in him shall be saved” (2 Nephi 2:8–9).
Both Christ’s actions and our admittedly meager responses are essential for
salvation and satisfying the demands of justice, even if grace helps one to
reach the necessary faith and repentant condition in the first place and all
along the way.
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The third article of faith teaches that all mankind may be saved by obedience to the laws and ordinances of the gospel. Because of Christ’s redemption,
we are made free to choose good from evil and to act for ourselves and not to
be acted upon (see 2 Nephi 2:26). Yet we have to make the choice, otherwise
we risk being acted upon by the power of Satan. Lehi invited his sons in language similar to Jacob’s later teachings about avoiding the power of the devil
and the flesh: “I would that ye should look to the great Mediator, and hearken
unto his great commandments; and be faithful unto his words, and choose
eternal life, according to the will of his Holy Spirit; And not choose eternal
death, according to the will of the flesh and the evil which is therein, which
giveth the spirit of the devil power to captivate, to bring you down to hell,
that he may reign over you in his own kingdom” (2 Nephi 2:28–29).
Conclusion

As mentioned, exploring “all we can do” today is likening or making
application of this passage from 2 Nephi 25:23, whereas its original sense and
meaning point toward the relationship between grace and the law of Moses.
It seems in Nephi’s closing words of counsel before his death, he wanted to go
beyond the law of Moses but was restrained: “This is the doctrine of Christ,
and there will be no more doctrine given until after he shall manifest himself
unto you in the flesh. And when he shall manifest himself unto you in the
flesh, the things which he shall say unto you shall ye observe to do. And now
I, Nephi, cannot say more; the Spirit stoppeth mine utterance, and I am left
to mourn because of the unbelief, and the wickedness, and the ignorance, and
the stiffneckedness of men” (2 Nephi 32:6–7; emphasis added). Thus Nephi
is reminded that what he already has is all that he and his descendants can
do until after Christ appears to them and gives them further doctrine and
commandments. They needed to remain obedient to the law given them, and
while doing all they could do to reconcile themselves to God, they had to
remain humble enough to always remember that undoubtedly salvation came
from grace through Christ.
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For Latter-day Saints, obtaining a body is not just a footnote in the plan of salvation;

hen compared to other Christian denominations, the restored gospel
emphasizes the role of the body in unique ways.1 For Latter-day Saints,
obtaining a body is not just a footnote in the plan of salvation; it is central to
the very purpose of life. Joseph Smith taught, “We came to this earth that we
might have a body and present it pure before God in the celestial kingdom.
The great principle of happiness consists in having a body.”2
As religious educators seek to more effectively teach their students, it
may be useful for them to consider the implications of teaching embodied
students. Elder David A. Bednar has said that “our physical bodies make possible a breadth, a depth, and an intensity of experience that simply could not
be obtained in our premortal estate.”3 One of the fundamental aspects of
this “intensity of experience” is its concrete nature. In other words, embodied
involvement in the world is characterized by specific experiences in time and
space. As one professor of preaching explained, “The plain fact of the matter is that we are seeking to communicate with people whose experiences are
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concrete. Everyone lives inductively, not deductively. No farmer deals with
the problem of calfdom, only with the calf. The woman in the kitchen is not
occupied with the culinary arts in general but with a particular roast or cake.
The wood craftsman is hardly able to discuss intelligently the topic of ‘chairness,’ but he is a master with a chair.”4
Teaching with concrete material means using stories, images, specific
names or places, parables, and details and experiences from contemporary life
and the scriptures. When a religious educator wishes to teach concretely, he or
she does not occasionally decorate their lesson material with illustrations or
a “good story”; rather, the lesson material primarily consists of the concrete.5
To suggest that religious educators should teach concretely is not to propose
that they should be prescriptive. Elder Dallin H. Oaks has taught that gospel
teachers “should generally forgo teaching specific rules or applications.”6
Rather, teaching concretely seeks to reflect and illustrate everyday experience
in the light of the gospel.7 It is descriptive rather than prescriptive.8 In what
follows hereafter, I will suggest that students learn more effectively when
gospel teaching and learning reflect concrete experience. First, I will discuss
why teaching primarily with concrete material better aligns with how humans
naturally learn and interact with the world. At the end of the first section,
I will also briefly explain the possibility of creating “vicarious” concrete
experiences in the classroom. In the second half of the article, I will offer four
practical suggestions for making gospel teaching more concrete.
The Advantages of Teaching and Learning Concretely

Learning general abstract rules, ideas, and principles actually plays a vital role
for students by helping them (especially beginners) identify the most important features of a learning task.9 For example, after studying Doctrine and
Covenants 4:6 in class, a seminary student may learn that it is important to be
“humble” as they engage in missionary work. Of the infinite number of possibilities one could choose to embrace, identifying the principle of “humility”
helps the student prioritize which attributes are most important when participating in missionary work. This principle can be applied throughout time to
any follower of Jesus Christ engaged in missionary work in any circumstance.
These kinds of core values, attributes, and principles extracted from scripture
help disciples of the Savior know which applications are appropriate in a variety of different situations.
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However, “as the competent [learner] becomes more and more . . .
involved in his tasks, it becomes increasingly difficult to draw back and to
adopt the detached rule-following stance of the beginner.”10 The number of
gospel principles that can be applied to different situations can become overwhelming. The image of an institute student having a list of memorized values
and principles to be applied in the right circumstance does not really fit the
nuanced picture of what it means to live as an embodied agent in an experiential world. Of course, gospel principles should guide us generally, but nothing
can substitute the lessons we learn experientially and concretely in a body. As
we practice living these principles, they can become a part of our fundamental nature and thus manifest themselves in tacit behaviors. A similar process
has been described as “embodied familiarization” or “the learner’s shift from
self-conscious and relatively uninformed, uncoordinated, and unskilled
approximations to increasingly smooth, capable, and often tacit action—giving rise to what might be thought of as embodied familiarity with a certain
task or in a given circumstance.”11
Some may wonder how anyone could sense what is morally right without
first thinking of values, rules, or principles. C. Terry Warner explained,
“What’s defective is not our capacity to discern whether we’re doing right or
wrong, but our ability to formulate rules for doing it. Keep in mind that we
can’t formulate rules for doing many of the utterly simple things we do daily,
like raising our arm, making our vocal cords work, and remember a name.”12
For many of the decisions we make, we may not be able to first verbalize what
gospel principle or standard best fits a situation, but we are still able to sense
what is right. As children of God we are endowed with the light of Christ and
are thus given the capacity to discern between good and evil as part of our
fundamental nature (see Moroni 7:16). Also, those who have received the
gift of the Holy Ghost can experience his constant guidance, comfort, and
protection. With these gifts in mind, gospel principles and values can act as
a guide and check on our spiritual intuitions. Writing on a related subject,
Elder Neal A. Maxwell taught, “Rules are useful, . . . but these must merely
mark where the borders of conscience end.”13
There is still a lot of research that needs to be done regarding the limits
of learning concretely without participating in “real-life” activity. For example, how much can one learn about proper worship in a sacrament meeting
without actually attending church? Regardless, gospel teachers can help students learn as concretely as possible in the environments afforded to them.
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In a classroom, students can have “vicarious” concrete experiences. In an
article exploring the relationship between aesthetics and instruction, Patrick
Parrish said, “In works of art, we vicariously experience the events along with
a protagonist and are led to a similar revelation.”14 Speaking of the power of
teaching with stories (one among many techniques that could be considered
concrete), Ruth Aylett said, “Story is a specific mechanism through which
the real world can be created in the imagination of learners so as to take on
a virtual existence in the classroom.”15 In this sense, not only does concrete
teaching better reflect how humans engage in the world, it also makes lesson
material more experiential. Classrooms, therefore, provide a risk-free, lowcost environment for students to vicariously experience the scriptures and
learn how the gospel works concretely in their lives.
Practical Suggestions for Teaching the Gospel Concretely

When teachers consider the importance of their students learning “in the
flesh” as embodied agents, they may begin to question their role. How can
they offer anything but the abstract when they teach within the walls of a
classroom? A culinary arts teacher can bake a cake during class time, but a
gospel educator cannot practice repentance with students. Some may argue
for more classroom activities, occasions to role-play, or specific opportunities
to learn gospel study skills. These types of learning activities can help students
practice the principles they are learning in class. However, whether one is
learning in groups or participating in a writing assignment, he or she may
be engaging with material that is still primarily abstract in nature. Therefore,
teachers need not change the type of outward activities they do with students;
rather, they should seek to consider making the content they teach more
concrete. What follows are some practical ways teachers can incorporate
concrete material throughout their lessons.
Share the Details of the Scriptures

The scriptures use specific people, events, and cultures to communicate gospel
principles. There is a temptation sometimes to skim scriptural details in order
to teach principles or application.16 However, if the particulars of a text are
ignored, the power of teaching the concrete is lost. Appropriately blending
concrete modern experience and concrete ancient experience connects our
world to the world of the scriptures. Teachers can get into trouble when they
sacrifice scriptural details for modern-day applications and vice versa. Also,
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students will probably see the scriptures more meaningfully when they see the
word as a body of experiential material rather than primarily as a collection
of abstract concepts. What follows are some ways gospel educators can teach
the scriptures concretely.
Biography. People are influenced in profound ways when they come in
contact with other inspirational beings, even when those people encounter us
through the words of a page. C. Terry Warner explained, “Like love, the light
or guidance or truth that influences us exists only in living form, not in principles or rules or expectations or advice, however widely circulated.”17 Speaking
of a related idea, Dr. Warner said, “[These] are beings seen or unseen, factual
or fictional, living or dead. They have perhaps respected us, believed in us,
possibly counseled us. . . . We might know them personally or might have
only read or heard about them.”18 As teachers of the scriptures, we want our
students to be influenced by the people in the scriptures and ultimately by the
Savior. As James Ferrell said, “Salvation is not in a sentence, or in a string of
sentences, however profound. It is rather in a person—in the Messiah, come
to earth, to deliver man from his sins.”19
In order to help students be influenced by the people in the scriptures,
teachers can keep the details of the individuals in the text at the forefront of
the students’ minds. Teaching the backgrounds, character traits, unique contributions, and biographical turning points of the people in scripture helps
students to identify with a concrete person and not just ideas. Grant Hardy
offered a particularly poignant example of this technique when he described
Zeniff. Hardy writes that Zeniff “resists easy categorization. He is a basically
decent fellow, yet despite his good intentions nearly everything he attempts
turns out disastrously. . . . His morally indeterminate status, along with the
self-reflection that leads him to write candidly about his mistakes and weaknesses, makes him one of the most intriguing personalities in the Book of
Mormon, at least according to modern sensibilities.”20
Learning about specific people can have a powerful effect on students.
Speaking of a teacher who influenced him greatly as a young man, President
Thomas S. Monson said, “She brought to her classroom as honored guests
Moses, Joshua, Peter, Thomas, Paul, and, of course, Christ. Though we did
not see them, we learned to love, honor, and emulate them.”21
Historical details. In Doctrine and Covenants 94:10–11 the Lord commanded the Saints in Kirtland, Ohio, to build a printing house. The revelation
reads, “Verily I say unto you, the second lot on the south shall be dedicated
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unto me for the building of a house unto me, for the work of the printing of
the translation of my scriptures, and all things whatsoever I shall command
you. And it shall be fifty-five by sixty-five feet in the width thereof and the
length thereof, in the inner court; and there shall be a lower and a higher
court.” When teaching these verses, an instructor may quickly skip over the
details because he or she may feel students will not be interested in these kind
of specifics. Or some may go beyond an acceptable interpretation of these passages and find “hidden meanings” in the numbers used in the dimensions (i.e.,
what the numbers represent in Hebrew). Both of these approaches miss the
power of teaching the scriptures concretely. By briefly helping the students
visualize the dimensions of these buildings (roughly two-thirds the length of
a basketball court), instructors can encourage listeners to make connections
to their experience. Or, using another example, rather than overemphasizing
any “allegorical” meanings of the oil and wine used by the good Samaritan,
perhaps simply mentioning these specifics of the parable can help create the
effect the story was originally meant to have. If one were to skip these details
and focus mainly on abstract words, ideas, and terms, then the story cannot
be experienced. As Fred Craddock taught, “We don’t want to get lost in all
of those long words that end in ‘-ity,’ ‘-ship,’ and ‘-ness’: responsibility, stewardship, righteousness, and all of those similar words. We have to use them
some, but . . . can I taste it, smell it, see it, and feel it?”22 There is a significant
difference between “bring forth the best robe, and put it on him; and put a
ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet: and bring hither the fatted calf, and
kill it, and let us eat, and be merry” (Luke 15:22–23) and the bland phrase:
“they had a party.”
Geography. In some literature, elaborate maps are created and used by
authors in order to invite a powerful effect on the reader. These “maps stimulate the reader’s imagination and enable her or him to visualize the space
produced by the narrative from a bird’s-eye-view perspective; this . . . allows
the reader to move into the space-time continuum of the narrative.”23 In other
words, the “world” of the narrative becomes more concrete and experiential
when the reader has a strong sense of its geography.
Quickly mentioning relevant geographic details when teaching scripture helps to orient the student in the concrete world of the ancient text. For
example, hearing that Mary and Joseph travel a south-southeast direction
from Nazareth to Bethlehem and then learning that Bethlehem is south of
Jerusalem helps the Christmas story become more vivid in the minds of the
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students. These small insights do not take much time to explain, yet they can
make learning from the scriptures a substantially more concrete experience.
Parables, Metaphors, and Word Images

Much has been said about gospel teaching and the value of stories. Some of
the most powerful teachers in this dispensation have also had the skill set
of effective storytelling. Although there are dangers associated with relying
too much on one method, it is easy to see how a story captures attention
and makes the gospel concrete. Some teachers may wish to tell more stories
but feel that they cannot always think of enough stories to tell or are justifiably worried about some of the other dangers associated with storytelling. For
those with these concerns, they may want to consider using more parables,
metaphors, and word images as they teach. These techniques can create a very
similar response to stories without depending too heavily on one technique.
Parables. “A parable is an extended simile and metaphor. It is a short story
that uses familiar characters, conditions, and customs to teach a single point
or lesson.”24 When told effectively, parables are worth sharing rather than
simply stating a concept because they help learners discover concrete gospel
truths. As New Testament scholar C. H. Dodd explained, “[Parables] are the
natural expression of a mind that sees truth in concrete pictures rather than
conceives it in abstractions. . . . Thus instead of saying, ‘Beneficence should
not be ostentatious,’ [ Jesus] says, ‘When you give alms, do not blow your
trumpet’; instead of saying, ‘Wealth is a grave hindrance to true religion,’ He
says, ‘It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich
man to enter the Kingdom of God.’”25 Parables are particularly effective at
staying in the realm of the concrete because their message is contained in the
parables themselves. As one preaching professor pointed out, “Recent biblical
studies suggest . . . that a parable doesn’t have a point, it is a point.”26
Suppose an institute teacher was trying to help his or her students sense
the significance of the following statement by the Prophet Joseph Smith:
“A man filled with the love of God, is not content with blessing his family
alone, but ranges through the whole world, anxious to bless the whole human
race.”27 Before reading the quote, a teacher could share the following parable
with little previous explanation:
And it came to pass that a family got up one morning and had family
devotional. After eating breakfast together and quickly planning out their day,
the father went to work, the older children went to school, and the mother
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stayed home with the younger children. During the day, the mother read to
her kids, taught them how to wash dishes, brought them to the park, and
told them stories about their ancestors. After school, the older children did
their chores following a soft reminder from their mother. Around 5:45 p.m.,
the father arrived home from work as everyone was standing in the kitchen
laughing and helping to prepare dinner. Several minutes after sitting down
to eat, the family heard a knock on the door. The slightly awkward neighborhood kid asked if one of the children could come outside and play. It was
obvious to the father that this neighborhood friend really wanted to come
in and eat.
“Sorry,” said the father, “we are eating dinner.”
That night, after playing catch with her sons, helping with homework,
and reading to the younger children, the mother received a text from her
Relief Society president (the mother was the first counselor).
“Can you come do a visit with me real quick? Sister Robinson is in the
hospital.”
“Sorry, I’ve got to put the kids to bed.”
The next day, Saturday, the family woke up and went through its routine.
They noticed on the calendar that one of the boys from church was doing his
Eagle project. The whole ward was invited to help this young man assemble
humanitarian kits. But the family decided to go boating instead; they had a
great time.
A parable like this may help to illustrate what it looks like to focus on our
families to the exclusion of serving others in the Church or our communities.
Also, rather than just reading the quote from the Prophet Joseph Smith, a
concrete parable helps students to experience and identify with the principle
being taught.
Metaphor. “A metaphor is not simply a way of prettifying what is already
known, but is a medium of knowing more fully.”28 A simple, quick metaphor
can pull listeners back to the world of the concrete and help them vicariously
experience the material being taught.29 When using a metaphor, it is helpful
to remember to not dwell on the metaphor too long or let it draw a lot of
attention to itself. Also, cumbersome language, such as “Let me use a metaphor” or “this object could be compared to,” should be avoided.30 It may be
best to simply state the metaphor and let it stand on its own.31
The Brethren have incorporated metaphors into their teaching in powerful ways. For example, in speaking about the dangers of not eating healthy,
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President Ezra Taft Benson said, “To a significant degree, we are an overfed
and undernourished nation digging an early grave with our teeth.”32 Elder
Neal A. Maxwell described the Book of Mormon this way: “The book is
like a vast mansion with gardens, towers, courtyards, and wings. There are
rooms yet to be entered, with flaming fireplaces waiting to warm us.”33 Elder
Richard G. Scott said, “The inspiring influence of the Holy Spirit can be
overcome or masked by strong emotions, such as anger, hate, passion, fear, or
pride. When such influences are present, it is like trying to savor the delicate
flavor of a grape while eating a jalapeño pepper.”34
Word images. Word images are shorter than parables and do not form
a comparison like a metaphor. Word images create mental pictures that are
used quickly (often in succession) to illustrate a concept, feeling, or experience. Rather than only saying something like “life is full of trials,” a teacher
might offer this series of images:
1. A husband comes home from work, hangs his jacket up, softly puts
the keys down on the kitchen counter, turns to his wife, and says, “I
lost my job today.”
2. A woman in her forties who has never married finishes a date with
yet another man she is not interested in. She sits on the end of her
bed before going to sleep and listens to the clock tick.
3. During the afternoon, a young married couple learn from a doctor
that they will never be able to have children. Later in the evening,
they show up to the neighborhood Christmas party. Throughout
the night, people keep asking them how many children they have.
These examples were created, but their intent is to accurately represent concrete experiences. With a few word images, metaphors, and an occasional
parable spread throughout a lesson, students will see the gospel as something
that touches their everyday reality.
Use Common Human Experience

When sharing the concrete, it is also helpful to remember to share the common.35 Speaking on gospel teaching, President Henry B. Eyring said, “It is
tempting to try something new or sensational.”36 Attention can be gained by
relating the dramatic, but it comes at the cost of losing touch with the listener’s experience. Dr. Jason McDonald, an instructional designer, performed
a qualitative study by interviewing film directors in order to see what insights
they had regarding teaching. Authenticity was discussed as a key element in
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effective movies because it “helps viewers feel empathy for characters, and
recognize themselves (their emotions and their reactions) in those characters.
And when viewers can identify with a character they often imagine how they
would react to the circumstances they see that character face.”37 The identifiable is more meaningful than the unusual.38
Consider this simple and powerful example of President Henry B. Eyring
illustrating the principle of priesthood diligence: “Just a few weeks ago, I saw
a new deacon start on that path of diligence. His father showed me a diagram
his son had created that showed every row in their chapel, a number for each
deacon who would be assigned to pass the sacrament, and their route through
the chapel to serve the sacrament to the members. The father and I smiled to
think that a boy, without being asked to do it, would make a plan to be sure
he would succeed in his priesthood service.”39 This common everyday experience helps listeners concretely understand what it looks like to magnify one’s
Church responsibilities.
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the smaller bird would open his mouth and “squawk in protest.” Eventually,
after the larger bird left the scene, the smaller bird “hopped out on the lawn,
thumped its feet, cocked its head, and pulled a big worm out of the lawn.”
Immediately finishing the story and without unnecessary explanation, Elder
Hunter finished his talk by saying, “God bless the good people who teach our
children and our youth, I humbly pray, in Jesus’ name. Amen.”43
Those who were listening to Elder Hunter’s talk that day were invited to
draw conclusions for themselves regarding how this short message might be
applied. In referring to a similar kind of teaching method, Dr Fred Craddock
said, “[The] congregation cannot shake off the finished sermon by shaking
the minister’s hand. The sermon, not finished yet, lingers beyond the benediction, with conclusions to be reached, decisions made, actions taken, and
brothers sought while gifts lie waiting at the altar. Those who had ears heard,
and what they heard was the Word of God.”44 This kind of experience closely
resembles what it means to make sense of concrete experiences under the
influence of the Holy Ghost.

Limit Explanation

In an honest effort to help students understand the gospel, some teachers can
fall into the trap of excessively explaining an idea or concept. The Savior was a
master of using economical language. Elder Neal A. Maxwell asked, “Would
we cherish the Sermon on the Mount if it filled three volumes?”40
Perhaps limited explanations reflect concrete experiences effectively
because life does not come with explanations for each of our experiences. We
arrive here on earth and have to learn to how make sense of our mortal probation. When a student interprets concrete experiences by choosing to see them
in the light of the Plan of Salvation, they have exercised one of the most important aspects of their agency. However, when a teacher excessively explains
what someone is supposed to think about a scripture, experience, or parable,
the students are robbed of the chance to make their own connections.41 As
Thomas G. Long said, “For a piece of oral or written communication to ‘work’
there must be cooperative interaction between what is said or written and
those who read or hear it.” 42
Elder Howard W. Hunter illustrated this principle in the April 1972 general conference. He started his short address by saying, “Observing the clock,
I fold the notes that I have prepared and place them in my inside pocket.”
Elder Hunter then shared an experience he had of watching a small bird witness a larger bird eat a worm and an insect. Both times the larger bird ate,

Conclusion

Elder David A. Bednar said, “In the classroom of mortality, we experience tenderness, love, kindness, happiness, sorrow, disappointment, pain,
and even the challenges of physical limitations in ways that prepare us for
eternity. Simply stated, there are lessons we must learn and experiences we
must have, as the scriptures describe, ‘according to the flesh’ (1 Nephi 19:6;
Alma 7:12–13).”45 When gospel teaching reflects what life is like as an embodied agent in an experiential world, students are able to vicariously connect the
gospel to their concrete reality.
Perhaps the ultimate example of concrete teaching was the incarnation.46 Elder Jeffrey R. Holland said, “In word and in deed Jesus was trying
to reveal and make personal to us the true nature of His Father, our Father in
Heaven.”47 This supreme revelation of God was not a list of rules, attributes,
or ideas, rather it was the word made flesh ( John 1:14). In other words, the
primary way God has chosen to teach us about himself was through the life
of Jesus Christ: a specific, embodied, concrete ministry that occurred in time
and space.
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The Bible and the Book of Mormon must be
caption
read in. .a. manner that allows the spirit of prophecy
and revelation to enlighten our minds.

he book of Jarom is a short chapter, consisting of only fifteen verses, that
nonetheless manages to summarize the affairs of the Nephites over an
approximately forty-year period. In the midst of his outline of the current
Nephite status quo, Jarom makes mention of the religious climate of the time:
“Wherefore, the prophets, and the priests, and the teachers, did labor diligently, exhorting with all long-suffering the people to diligence; teaching the
law of Moses, and the intent for which it was given; persuading them to look
forward unto the Messiah, and believe in him to come as though he already
was. And after this manner did they teach them” ( Jarom 1:11).
This statement informs readers of two important notions: First, the
Nephites are being taught the written word in the form of the law of Moses,
presumably from a text such as the brass plates or from Nephi’s own record.
Second, they are interpreting the law in such a way that it has led them
to believe in the Messiah “as though he already was.” This is a remarkable
statement and raises the question of how Nephite society had reached
this theological awareness about the relationship between the law and the
Messiah. Based upon Nephi’s record, it seems likely that this hermeneutical
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realization is the result of a Nephite revelatory tradition that uses the visionary
experiences of Lehi, Nephi, and Jacob as an interpretive lens. Thus, what
Jarom presents readers with is a religious society that is reading the written
word, the scriptures, through the lens of revelation. Crucially, the Nephites
understand the law, and they possess the means to correctly interpret it. This
synthesis of the written1 word and the revelatory2 word exposes a tension
that runs through the Book of Mormon. From its opening pages, the Book
of Mormon presents two sides of Nephite religion. First, there are those
Nephites who, like Jarom relays, possess both a knowledge of the written word
and an awareness of a Nephite revelatory culture. Followers of this position
realize that the ability to interpret God’s word requires more than intellect; it
requires a heart open to divine inspiration and a belief that God will respond
to those who faithfully call upon his name. Second, there are those Nephites
who either are unaware of or unbelieving in this revelatory culture and instead
maintain that they possess the ability to interpret the written word through
their own intellect and reason, subscribing to a Nephite “common sense.”3
Again and again, the Book of Mormon will highlight this tension, praising
the former and warning against the latter. The purpose of this article is to
examine this conflict between the “written” and the “revelatory” in the Book
of Mormon. The Book of Mormon implicitly argues for a religious culture
constructed after the manner of Jarom’s, one where both the written word
and the revealed interpretation are joined in unison. In order to explore this
claim, this article will first examine examples from the narrative of the Book
of Mormon where the tension between the “written” and the “revelatory” are
brought to the foreground. The article will then explore the implications of
this claim on Nephi’s assertion that “plain and precious things” have been lost
from the Bible.4
Nephi and Lehi, Laman and Lemuel

In the first chapter of the Book of Mormon, readers are introduced almost
immediately to Lehi, whose prophetic calling is demonstrated through
two visionary experiences. The first, and shorter experience, finds Lehi
encountering a pillar of fire upon a rock, images that may have linked the
new exodus of Lehi and his family with that of Moses and the children of
Israel. After a brief respite, Lehi was “carried away in a vision” where he
“saw God sitting upon his throne, surrounded with numberless concourses
of angels in the attitude of singing and praising their God” (1 Nephi 1:8).5

“The Intent for Which It Was Given"

65

By the end of the vision, Lehi has joined the angels “in the praising of his
God” (1 Nephi 1:15). While this visionary experience may lack some of the
detail and scope of later Book of Mormon visions, it nonetheless alerts the
reader that God interacts with his righteous servants in a specific fashion,
namely by pulling back the veil and revealing to them knowledge directly
from a divine source. Notably, in the midst of this revelatory experience, Lehi
was also presented with a book, and a man “bade him that he should read”
(1 Nephi 1:11). It is after reading the book that Lehi joins the concourses of
angels, and it is the information he gleaned from the book that “manifested
plainly the coming of a Messiah” (1 Nephi 1:19) that Lehi proclaims to those
in Jerusalem. Crucially, the catalyst for this visionary experience was Lehi’s
decision to pray “unto the Lord, yea, even with all his heart” (1 Nephi 1:5).6
Lehi reached out to the Lord, and the Lord responded.
Lehi’s revelatory encounters in 1 Nephi 8 and his subsequent prophecies
in 1 Nephi 10 provide a further catalyst for Nephi to experience his own grand
apocalyptic vision in 1 Nephi 11–14.7 Nephi tells his readers that he believed
“that the Lord was able to make them known unto me” (1 Nephi 11:1). After
Nephi spent time “pondering in mine heart” (1 Nephi 11:1), he finds himself
taken to a high mountain by the “Spirit of the Lord” (1 Nephi 11:1). At
this point, Nephi is asked a series of questions: What do you want? Do you
believe your father? Do you understand the condescension of God? As Nephi
answers each question, more of the vision is revealed. Nephi’s breakthrough
comes when he is shown a tree “like unto the tree which my father had seen”
(1 Nephi 11:8). Following the appearance of the tree, the angel asks Nephi
again, “What desirest thou?” (1 Nephi 11:10). At this point, Nephi is at a
crossroads. He could simply say, “Well, I’ve seen what my father saw, and
that’s good enough,” but he appears to sense that what he is seeing is not the
full picture, that sometimes a tree isn’t simply a tree. So he responds to the
Spirit of the Lord that his desire is “to know the interpretation thereof.” At
this point the setting and scope of the vision shift. An angel replaces the Spirit
of the Lord, and the setting has changed to the Holy Land, where Nephi
learns about the Savior’s ministry, sees his people scattered by the Lamanites,
witnesses the Protestant occupation of America, beholds the rise of the great
and abominable church, and views the gathering of Israel through the spread
of the Bible and the Book of Mormon.
On the other side stand the much-maligned Laman and Lemuel. Too
often, they are dismissed as unbelievers or nonreligious, but this assumption
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may be overly simplistic. Despite Nephi’s characterizations, Laman and
Lemuel seem to believe they have a more accurate view of proper religious
observation than their younger brother. This “proper” religious practice
can be seen in two interactions between Laman and Nephi.8 First, when
Nephi’s vision concludes and he returns to camp, he finds Laman and
Lemuel discussing Lehi’s teachings regarding the branches of the olive tree.
When Nephi asks if they have “inquired of the Lord” (1 Nephi 15:8), they
respond, “We have not; for the Lord maketh no such thing known unto us”
(1 Nephi 15:9). Laman and Lemuel possess a belief in God; what they appear
to lack is a belief that God continues to speak. The difference between Nephi
and his older brother is not that of simply believer and nonbeliever but of
a believer and a nonbeliever in God’s willingness to communicate. As Grant
Hardy notes, “Whatever else they may have been, Laman and Lemuel appear
to have been orthodox, observant Jews. Nephi—who has a vested interest in
revealing their moral shortcomings—never accuses them of idolatry, false
swearing, Sabbath breaking, drunkenness, adultery, or ritual uncleanness.”9
The tension between Nephi and his brothers must come from an alternate
source of conflict.
Later, when Nephi receives instructions to build a ship, Laman and
Lemuel express a strong disbelief. Their contention is that Nephi claims that
he was “instructed of the Lord” (1 Nephi 17:18), and they disparagingly
compare Nephi to Lehi as someone “led away by the foolish imaginations of
his heart” (1 Nephi 17:20). Instead, they put forward their own concept of
righteousness: “We know that the people who were in the land of Jerusalem
were a righteous people; for they kept the statutes and judgments of the
Lord, and all his commandments, according to the law of Moses; wherefore,
we know that they are a righteous people” (1 Nephi 17:22).10 Laman and
Lemuel demonstrate a belief in God and in the law of Moses—for them,
this is righteousness, and they are hesitant to move beyond sola scriptura.
Nephi appears to realize this, and he appeals to Laman and Lemuel through
the biblical stories of Moses and the wickedness of the children of Israel.
Significantly, Nephi’s point is that the children of Israel have rejected God’s
prophet and in the process rejected God (1 Nephi 17:42). Nephi and Lehi,
and the revelatory culture they are engaged in, stand far outside Laman and
Lemuel’s conception of how righteous individuals behave.
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Jacob and Sherem

This tension finds a second expression in the encounter between Jacob and
Sherem. Jacob informs his readers that he “had faith in Christ who should
come” ( Jacob 7:3) and that he had experienced “many revelations” as well as
the ministering of angels ( Jacob 7:5). It is presumably the expression of this
revealed understanding of the Messiah that leads Sherem to seek out an audience with Jacob: “Brother Jacob, I have sought much opportunity that I might
speak unto you; for I have heard and also know that thou goest about much,
preaching that which ye call the gospel, or the doctrine of Christ” ( Jacob 7:6).
Sherem accuses Jacob of “blasphemy” for what he perceives as Jacob’s disregard or even perversion of the law of Moses: “And ye have led away much of
this people that they pervert the right way of God, and keep not the law of
Moses which is the right way; and convert the law of Moses into the worship
of a being which ye say shall come many hundred years hence” ( Jacob 7:7).11
The two begin a debate over the reality of the future Messiah. Jacob argues
that it is impossible to read the scriptures and disbelieve in a Messiah, while
Sherem argues that while he does accept the scriptures, nevertheless “there
is no Christ, neither has been, nor ever will be” ( Jacob 7:9). At this point,
Jacob makes a critical move. While both accept scripture, they disagree on
the interpretation.12 This stalemate causes Jacob to move directly into the area
of their disagreement, namely the actuality of revelation. Jacob tells Sherem
that his knowledge of the Holy Ghost comes not from the scriptures alone,
for “it also has been made manifest unto me by the power of the Holy Ghost”
( Jacob 7:12). Sherem, whose religious expectation seemingly does not extend
beyond the pages of the scriptures, remarks, “Show me a sign by this power
of the Holy Ghost, in the which ye know so much” ( Jacob 7:13). The result
of Sherem’s taunt is that “the power of the Lord came upon him, insomuch
that he fell to the earth” ( Jacob 7:15). Significantly, when Sherem asks for the
people to gather together and listen to his final words, he offers his witness
of the facets of Jacob’s own self-described revelatory experience of how he
“confessed the Christ, and the power of the Holy Ghost, and the ministering
of angels” ( Jacob 7:17).
Abinadi and the Priest of King Noah

The debate between Abinadi and the priests of Noah provides the setting
for another debate over Nephite revelatory culture. Abinadi is introduced
as a prophet, one who stresses that both his calling and message have been
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received directly from God: “And thus saith the Lord, and thus hath he commanded me” (Mosiah 11:25) or “And the Lord said unto me: Stretch forth
thy hand and prophesy” (Mosiah 12:2). Unsurprisingly, King Noah and his
priests respond with skepticism, asking, “Who is Abinadi, that I and my people should be judged of him, or who is the Lord, that shall bring upon my
people such great affliction?” (Mosiah 11:27). While the priests of Noah may
reject Abinadi and his prophetic role, they appear to be well-versed in scripture. They defend themselves against the harsh words of Abinadi by declaring,
“Behold, we are strong, we shall not come into bondage, or be taken captive
by our enemies; yea, and thou hast prospered in the land, and thou shalt
also prosper” (Mosiah 12:15). Their logic, that their success and prosperity equates with righteousness, suggests an awareness of the Deuteronomic
axiom that God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked, an idea that
the Book of Mormon repeatedly emphasizes through the Lehite covenant
(2 Nephi 2:20; cf. Deuteronomy 11:13–21 and 28:1–14).13 The priests appear
to be using their prosperity and success as signs that they have been righteous,
and thus Abinadi’s words can only serve to “stir up my people to anger one
with another” (Mosiah 11:28).
Two debates over scripture illustrate the tension between the written and
the revelatory in Abinadi’s encounter with the priests: First, the priests pose
a challenge to Abinadi: “What meaneth the words which are written, and
which have been taught by our fathers, saying:” (Mosiah 12:20). At this point,
they quote Isaiah 52:7–10. Perhaps the priests expect Abinadi to find condemnation in the statement “How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet
of him that bringeth good tidings; that publisheth peace; that bringeth good
tidings of good” (Mosiah 12:21; cf. Isa. 52:7). After all, Abinadi has brought
neither “good tidings” nor “peace,” and therefore, they believe his message
can’t be from God. Or perhaps they’ve applied Isaiah’s words to themselves
and expect Abinadi to follow suit and thereby concede. Has God not “comforted his people” in giving them riches and success? Was his arm not “made
bare” in their defeat of the Lamanites? Either course ends with Abinadi looking foolish. While Abinadi does eventually offer his interpretation of Isaiah
52:7–10, he first responds to their query by chastising them: “Are you priests,
and pretend to teach this people, and to understand the spirit of prophesying,
and yet desire to know of me what these things mean?” (Mosiah 12:25). The
priests of Noah lack “the spirit of prophesying,” and without that key lens
through which to interpret Isaiah, they have “perverted the ways of the Lord”
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(Mosiah 12:26). It is one thing to read the words on the page and analyze
them with your mind, but, as Abinadi reminds them, “Ye have not applied
your hearts to understanding.” Without both mind and heart, written and
revelatory, the priests of Noah “have not been wise” (Mosiah 12:27).
Second, when Abinadi asks, “What teach ye this people?” the priests
respond, “We teach the law of Moses” (Mosiah 12:27–28). When Abinadi
questions them as to whether “salvation come by the law of Moses,” the
priests state that “salvation did come by the law of Moses” (Mosiah 12:31–
32). Their answers lead Abinadi to deliver a lengthy discourse on the law of
Moses, after which he remarks that “there was a law given them, yea, a law of
performances and ordinances, a law which they were to observe strictly from
day to day, to keep them in remembrance of God and their duty towards him”
(Mosiah 13:30). However, the law was also intended to point the Israelites
toward the coming Messiah, who would provide them with salvation—“all
these things were types of things to come” (Mosiah 13:31). There is a written
element to the law of Moses, namely the “performances and ordinances,” but
these can only truly be understood with the spirit of prophecy and revelation
as “types of things to come.” The written law, stripped of its revelatory lens,
is insufficient and inadequate. As if to emphasize that Abinadi speaks as a
prophet, that he possesses a present knowledge of future events, Mormon (or
Alma) later inserts the seemingly parenthetical expression that Abinadi, when
he speaks of Christ, is “speaking of things to come as though they had already
come” (Mosiah 16:6). The priests of Noah have the scriptures, and they’ve
been taught by their fathers. What they lacked, however, was what Abinadi
possessed—namely, the revelatory lens through which the law of Moses and
the words of Isaiah can be correctly interpreted with an eye toward future
events.
Ammon and King Lamoni

The story of Ammon’s mission to the Lamanites is one of the most well-known
stories in the Book of Mormon. Ammon, one of the sons of King Mosiah II,
renounces the kingship his father offers him and instead desires to go on a
mission to the Lamanites. Ammon travels to the land of Ishmael and gains
the favor of King Lamoni, who offers Ammon his daughter as a wife. Ammon
refuses and asks only that he be a servant to King Lamoni, which the king
grants him by putting Ammon in charge of watching over his flocks. When
a group of Lamanites arrives at the Waters of Sebus to scatter King Lamoni’s
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flock, Ammon protects the animals by cutting off the arms of the attackers.
Stunned, King Lamoni’s servants relay to him what Ammon has done, and
King Lamoni comes to believe that Ammon may not be what he appears but
may actually be “that Great Spirit” (Alma 18:18). Ammon takes advantage of
King Lamoni’s curiosity and begins a discussion with King Lamoni that will
end with the king, his wife, and many of his people converted to the message
of Jesus Christ.
The conversion experience of King Lamoni warrants a closer look on two
fronts. First, Ammon leads the king step by step, point by point, toward an
understanding of the reality of God and God’s plan. Ammon teaches King
Lamoni that the earth was created by God (Alma 18:36), that humanity
was created in the image of God (18:34), and that humanity fell through
the transgression of Adam and Eve (18:36). Ammon also informs the king
of Lehi’s exodus and the rebellions of Laman and Lemuel (18:37–38). Most
importantly, Ammon “expounded unto them the plan of redemption, which
was prepared from the foundation of the world; and he also made known
unto them concerning the coming of Christ, and all the works of the Lord did
he make known unto them” (18:39). Essentially, what Ammon presents King
Lamoni with is a recapitulation of the written word, “and [he] rehearsed and
laid before him the records and the holy scriptures of the people, which had
been spoken by the prophets, even down to the time that their father, Lehi,
left Jerusalem” (18:36).
But Ammon’s instructions represent only a part of King Lamoni’s
experience, which leads to the second point: two revelatory experiences complement the “written” lesson Ammon teaches King Lamoni, who faints “as if
he were dead” following his conversation with Ammon (18:42). For two days
and two nights King Lamoni’s family and servants grieve over him, fearing
that his experience with Ammon has left him dead. But King Lamoni awakes
and proclaims to his wife, “For as sure as thou livest, behold, I have seen my
Redeemer; and he shall come forth, and be born of a woman, and he shall
redeem all mankind who believe on his name” (19:13). King Lamoni and his
wife then fall to the earth, “being overpowered by the Spirit” (19:13).
At this point, a second visionary experience comes into play through
Abish, a servant of the queen who had been converted “on account of a
remarkable vision of her father” (19:16). It is Abish whose vision has prepared
her for this moment, and it is Abish who protects the lives of Ammon, King
Lamoni, and the queen by gathering the multitude together and, in one of the
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truly transcendent moments of the Book of Mormon narrative, a Lamanite
servant takes the Lamanite queen by the hand and causes her to arise. In the
story of the conversion of King Lamoni, we see the written word and the
revealed word working together in a powerful manner. Ammon’s relaying of
the scriptural record to King Lamoni allows for his mind and heart to be
opened, an experience that is then deepened through his vision of the Savior.
Notably, King Lamoni’s revelatory experience is then expanded to include
his people, as following King Lamoni’s declaration to his people of his
conversion, many of them believe and even claim “that they had seen angels
and conversed with them” (19:34) while the Lord proceeded “to pour out his
Spirit upon them” (19:36).
Alma and Corianton

Alma 39–42 presents readers with a lengthy doctrinal discourse by Alma the
Younger to his son Corianton. While it is difficult to fully grasp what issues
Corianton was struggling with or what led to his brief period of apostasy,14
Alma responds to his son’s questions and doubt through a theological elaboration of the future, working through the Resurrection, the spirit world, and the
relationship between justice and mercy. Perhaps this elaboration was Alma’s
response to the Zoramite doctrines of election and a disembodied deity, or
perhaps the Nehorite concept of universal salvation for both righteous and
wicked was responsible for Corianton’s confusion. Alma gives only two
explicit references to the group who may have been influencing Corianton.
The first comes in Alma 40:15: “Now, there are some that have understood
that this state of happiness and this state of misery of the soul, before the
resurrection, was a first resurrection” (emphasis added). The second comes
a few verses later, in Alma 41:1: “And now, my son, I have somewhat to say
concerning the restoration of which has been spoken; for behold, some have
wrested the scriptures, and have gone far astray because of this thing” (emphasis added). The second verse may help us understand the first. It appears likely
that Corianton has been swept up in a debate regarding the true nature of
resurrection and the fate of those who die. According to Alma, the scriptures
(likely meaning the brass plates, or perhaps even the record of Abinadi’s discourse) have been perverted or distorted in order to support the position
contrary to Alma’s. Alma’s declaration in Alma 40:15, “Yea, I admit it may be
termed a resurrection, the raising of the spirit or the soul,” appears almost a
concession to this other group, as if he can see why they might be advocating
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the position that they are, even if Alma personally believes it to be a faulty
interpretation.
Alma’s response is to settle these questions not through a sole reliance
upon scripture but through an engagement with the divine. He first tells
Corianton that he is about to “unfold unto [Corianton] a mystery,” meaning
doctrines or ideas that “no one knoweth . . . save God himself ” (Alma 40:3).
In order to learn these “mysteries” for himself, Alma states, “I have inquired
diligently of God that I might know” (Alma 40:3). Alma then proceeds to
lay out for Corianton a very detailed look at the state of souls after they die,
information that was “made known unto me by an angel” (Alma 40:11). Brant
Gardner has suggested that Alma’s experience was not simply listening to the
words of an angel but rather that “he apparently had a vision that gave him
pure understanding.”15 The idea of Alma having a visionary experience similar
to that of Joseph F. Smith (D&C 138) finds support in Alma’s attempts to
elaborate on particular eschatological elements, all of which relate to the
timing of the Resurrection. On three occasions he simply admits that “I do
not say,” almost as if he has yet to fully process or comprehend what he has
seen. In a similar fashion, Paul recounts his own visionary experience as one
where he was overwhelmed to the point that he was unsure whether or not he
was even still in his body: “Whether in the body, or out of the body, I cannot
tell: God knoweth” (2 Corinthians 12:2–3). What Alma’s discussion with
and correction of Corianton highlights is the effect that the distortion of
scripture can have on those who don’t have the proper lens through which to
interpret. For Corianton, the result of this misinterpretation was to abandon
his ministry. It took his father’s willingness to seek an understanding of the
mysteries, as well as the subsequent angelic experience to provide him with
the proper understanding of scripture he thought he had found elsewhere.
Nephi2

The tension between the written word of scripture and the revealed word of
God appears again with Nephi2, the son of Helaman, and his encounter with
the Nephites. Mormon introduces Nephi as one who “did preach the word
of God unto them, and did prophesy many things unto them” (Helaman 7:2;
emphasis added). Perhaps as a way of drawing the attention of the people
to his message, Nephi pronounces a heartfelt lament from a tower located
in his garden. His words attract the attention of both the people and those
of the band of Gadianton. Some believe in Nephi, declaring him a “prophet,”
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(Helaman 8:9), but others resist. Nephi then adds as witnesses of his own
prophecies the words of earlier Israelite figures who predicted the coming
of the Messiah, such as Moses (Helaman 8:13), Abraham (Helaman 8:16),
Zenos (Helaman 8:19), Zenock, Ezias, Isaiah, and Jeremiah (Helaman 8:20).
By linking his own modern prophecies with a biblical prophet accepted by
the Nephites, such as Moses, Nephi challenges his opponents to reject his
prophetic message at the risk of rejecting the written words of Moses and
other important Israelite figures.
At this point, Nephi offers two signs as evidence of his prophetic calling.
First, he tells his audience, “Behold it is now even at your doors; yea, go ye in
unto the judgment-seat, and search; and behold, your judge is murdered, and
he lieth in his blood; and he hath been murdered by his brother, who seeketh
to sit in the judgment-seat” (Helaman 8:27). Unfortunately, the five men
sent to verify Nephi’s prophecy are themselves charged with the murder of
the chief judge, although they are later released. Not surprisingly, the judges
doubt Nephi’s prophecy and believe that the only way he could know about
the murder was if he himself were part of it. So Nephi offers a second sign:
they will find blood on the cloak of Seantum, the brother of the chief judge
(Helaman 9:26–35). As with the first sign, the second sign also proves to
be true. Yet the reaction of the people to Nephi is mixed. Some believe and
say that Nephi is a prophet; others say that only “a god” could know what
Nephi knows (Helaman 9:40–41). Mormon’s summary of the end result of
this entire episode is a poignant one: “And it came to pass that there arose a
division among the people, insomuch that they divided hither and thither
and went their ways, leaving Nephi alone, as he was standing in the midst
of them (Helaman 10:1). After all Nephi has revealed to them, the people,
in the end, desert Nephi and leave him standing by himself. Significantly,
this desertion of Nephi does not seem to be the result of a lack of belief in
God. The people have access in some form to the teachings contained in
the scriptures and are familiar with the stories of Moses and Abraham. They
attribute the fallen state of the five sent to check on the chief judge to “God,”
who “has smitten them that they could not flee from us” (Helaman 9:8), and
they even confuse Nephi with “a god.” Rather, the misunderstanding seems
to be over the nature of revelation and prophecy. Signs are largely intended
to complement belief, not to create it.16 Had the people been interpreting
their texts with the proper lens, they would have recognized in Nephi one
like Moses, who was authorized by God. Yet they didn’t, because they hadn’t.
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Between the time of Nephi and the coming of Jesus, Mormon leaves
some hints as to how the written word and the revealed word are being used.
In Helaman 11, Mormon informs readers that “much strife” had arisen due
to “a few contentions concerning the points of doctrine which had been laid
down by the prophets” (Helaman 11:22–23). Again, disputes have arisen
regarding what has been written in the scriptures—the people are unable
to understand the written words through their own abilities. However, the
problems are solved through the intercession of Nephi and Lehi and others
“who knew concerning the true points of doctrine, having many revelations
daily” (Helaman 11:23; emphasis added). This combination of using the
revealed word to understand the written word led to “an end to their strife
in that same year” (Helaman 11:23). Something similar appears to occur
in 3 Nephi 1. Following the sign of Jesus’s birth, Mormon tells us that a few
“began to preach, endeavoring to prove by the scriptures that it was no more
expedient to observe the law of Moses” (3 Nephi 1:24). However, these men
become “convinced of the error which they were in, for it was made known
unto them that the law was not yet fulfilled” (3 Nephi 1:25). The origin of
the “word” by which they were informed is not stated by Mormon, but the
description of the word as something that “came unto them” (3 Nephi 1:25)
suggests either that the men received some sort of revelation or that those
who were prophets relayed the true meaning of the scripture to them.
The Savior’s Appearance

The appearance of Jesus to the Nephites provides another chance to explore
the tension between the written word and the revealed word. Jesus Christ, of
course, stands as the central figure in the text, and the Book of Mormon has
been gradually unveiling him over the course of the narrative. Notably, the
way Mormon unfolds the narrative of Jesus’s actual post-Resurrection appearance continues to develop Jesus as a revealed figure. Following the massive
destruction, a voice is heard “among all the inhabitants of the earth, upon all
the face of this land” (3 Nephi 9:1). Later on, those at the temple in Bountiful
again here a voice, this one “as if it came out of heaven” (3 Nephi 11:3); at
which point they witness “a Man descending out of heaven” (3 Nephi 11:8).
The unveiling of Jesus begins with the opening of heavens and the revelation
of a divine message or messenger, and it continues as Jesus appears at the temple and links the Nephites with the Father through prayer, mediating heaven
and earth.

“The Intent for Which It Was Given"

75

Once he arrives, Jesus shows a careful attention to written texts. He
reveals to his audience a sermon that closely mirrors the Sermon on the
Mount as it is recorded in Matthew 5–7 (cf. 3 Nephi 12–14). He quotes
lengthy sections of scripture from Isaiah, Micah, and Malachi. He instructs
the Nephites to include the prophecies of Samuel (3 Nephi 23:13). However,
Jesus is not simply providing his audience with portions of the Hebrew Bible
that are unfamiliar to them, he is reorienting the Nephites toward how they
should be reading the scriptures. He commands them to “search these things
diligently; for great are the words of Isaiah” (3 Nephi 23:1). The chapters
from the Hebrew Bible that Jesus quotes, Isaiah 54 and Malachi 3–4, are
chapters that have serious covenantal implications, a key issue for a Nephite
audience struggling with understanding their role in the broader spectrum of
the Abrahamic covenant. In Jesus’s discourse, one in which he “expounded
all the scriptures in one” (3 Nephi 23:14), the written word joins with the
revealed word to provide the Nephites with a hermeneutic lens through
which they can more clearly gain this understanding. God’s plan continues to
move forward: Israel will ultimately be redeemed, and the covenant promises
will be fulfilled.
Back to Nephi

Let us return to the experience of Nephi. Toward the end of his grand, apocalyptic vision, Nephi witnesses the rise of the “great and abominable church”
(1 Nephi 13:26). This church is responsible for taking away “many plain and
precious things” from the “book of the Lamb of God,” presumably the Bible
(1 Nephi 13:29 and 38). As Latter-day Saints, we often seem to interpret
the removal of “plain and precious” truths as an action whereby scribes or
wicked leaders have physically removed from biblical texts sacred teachings
or perhaps even entire records, rendering the Bible as some sort of secondrate, corrupted text. However, Nephi suggests this interpretation may not be
correct. In 1 Nephi 14, Nephi sees a man “dressed in a white robe” who is the
one charged with writing the remainder of Nephi’s vision, and it seems pretty
certain that the figure is John the Revelator, with the book of Revelation corresponding to the “remainder of these things” (1 Nephi 14:19; 21). Nephi is
then told something quite remarkable: “Wherefore, the things which he shall
write are just and true; and behold they are written in the book which thou
beheld proceeding out of the mouth of the Jew; and at the time they proceeded out of the mouth of the Jew, or, at the time the book proceeded out
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of the mouth of the Jew, the things which were written were plain and pure,
and most precious and easy to the understanding of all men” (1 Nephi 14:23;
emphasis added).
Apparently, according to the angel, the book of Revelation in its earliest
form was “plain and pure, and most precious and easy to the understanding”
(1 Nephi 14:23). However, as we saw, the “great and abominable church” took
away the plain and precious truths. There are at least two possible ways of
understanding this passage:
1. The text of the book of Revelation has been significantly altered in a
physical sense and therefore reads notably different now than it did
when John wrote it down.
2. The removal of plain and precious truths needs to be understood
differently.
As to the first point, the earliest lengthy and extant manuscripts of the book
of Revelation are P47 (9:10–17:2) and ( אall) with the former dating to the
third century AD and the latter to the fourth.17 Additionally, “perhaps more
than any other NT book, the Apocalypse enjoyed wide distribution and early
recognition.”18 Second-century Christian writers such as Justin Martyr and
Irenaeus seem to have accepted it as inspired, with the latter quoting extensively from it.19 It is probable that “by the close of the second century the
Apocalypse had circulated throughout the empire and was widely accepted
both as Scripture and as the product of the apostle John.”20 An extraction of
plain and precious truths would have had to have happened quite quickly if
one assumes a date of about AD 60 for the book of Revelation, or extremely
quickly if one assumes a later date of AD 90.21 It is therefore hard to believe
that the text of Revelation has been significantly tampered with.
So what about point number two? If we assume that the text of the
book of Revelation reads in much the same way now (with, of course, a few
variants) as it did when John composed it, we are left with the challenge of
finding a different interpretation for the removal of plain and precious things.
Most readers of the book of Revelation today would laugh at the idea that the
book is “plain” or “easy to the understanding of all men,” but that does appear
to be what Nephi is telling us (1 Nephi 14:23). The logical conclusion, then,
is that the book of Revelation is no longer plain, precious, or easy to understand because we as readers have lost the lens through which to interpret the
text. Without the spirit of prophecy, we lose the ability to interpret certain
types of texts, such as the prophecies of Isaiah or, in this case, the book of
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Revelation, which, without the proper tools, become “sealed” books. Perhaps
because Christianity appropriated what they wanted from Judaism and jettisoned the rest, the tools required to understand a Jewish apocalyptic text
were jettisoned as well. Understood in this way, the actions of the great and
abominable church were to sever Christianity from Judaism and set it adrift,
in the process depriving it of the lenses needed to interpret much of its own
scripture, leaving only the written word devoid of revealed truths.
The assertion of the Book of Mormon to its readers, then, is not that
texts such as the Bible are deformed or deserving of a “second-class” status,
but that texts such as the Bible (and the Book of Mormon) must be read in
a manner that allows the spirit of prophecy and revelation to enlighten our
minds. None of us can read a “sealed book” ( Joseph Smith—History 1:65).
The words may be visible on the page, but the meaning behind the words will
remain hidden unless we actively seek additional, spiritual assistance. Jacob
taught, “But to be learned is good if they hearken unto the counsels of God”
(2 Nephi 9:29).22 Readers of the Book of Mormon must resist the impulse to
believe, as Laman and others did, that God expects us to rely upon our own
reason and intellect when it comes to interpreting scripture. It is fitting that
the Book of Mormon ends with Moroni’s plea to both read the book and pray
about its veracity (Moroni 10:3–4). With the promise that God will “manifest the truth of it [the Book of Mormon] to you, by the power of the Holy
Ghost,” and that “by the power of the Holy Ghost ye may know the truth of
all things,” Moroni assures readers that the hermeneutic keys needed to interpret the text are available to all those willing to seek them (Moroni 10:4–5).

Notes
1. By “written,” I refer to actual written texts such as the brass plates. I do not mean to
suggest that every Nephite has access to a written text, only that the words of the written
texts are available and were perhaps passed on to the general Nephite population through
oral tradition.
2. By “revealed,” I refer to instances where intercession from heaven is present in the
text, such as revelations, visions, inspired dreams, prophecies, manifestations of angels, or the
workings of the Holy Spirit, as well as the use of such experiences as a mode of interpretation.
3. In his study of the Book of Mormon, Brant A. Gardner argues that Nephite religion
was greatly affected by Josiah’s moves during the Deuteronomic reforms. Following Margaret
Barker, Gardner views the Book of Mormon’s depiction of theological concepts such as
messianism and atonement as a remnant of pre-reform Judah, and the exclusion of such ideas
as the result of post-reform Judah. It is very possible that Gardner is right, perhaps by his
reasoning, that the “revelatory” in the Book of Mormon would be a sign of pre-reform Judah,
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and the emphasis upon the written removed from the revealed would be a sign of post-reform
Judah. However, this article will focus strictly on how the Book of Mormon handles the
concepts of written and revealed without speculating about historical sources outside the text
itself. See Brant A. Gardner, Second Witness: Analytical and Contextual Commentary on the
Book of Mormon, 6 vols (Draper, UT: Greg Kofford Press, 2007–10), 1:31–41. For more of
Barker’s interpretation of Josiah’s reforms, see The Great Angel: A Study of Israel’s Second God
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), and “What Did King Josiah Reform?” in
Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, ed. John W. Welch, David Rolph Seely, and Jo Ann Seely (Provo,
UT: FARMS, 2004), 522–42. For Barker’s thoughts on Joseph Smith, see “Joseph Smith and
Preexilic Israelite Religion,” in The Worlds of Joseph Smith: A Bicentennial Conference at the
Library of Congress, ed. John W. Welch (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2006),
69–82. Welch’s comment on Barker is also useful: “Although it is difficult to know exactly
how the book of Deuteronomy was being interpreted and employed by various religious and
political factions in Lehi’s Jerusalem, Barker’s work shows, at a minimum, that Lehi’s and
Nephi’s teachings would have given rise to lively legal issues and religious controversies in
the days of Lehi, Nephi, Jacob, and Sherem.” John W. Welch, The Legal Cases in the Book of
Mormon (Provo, UT: Brigham Young University Press, 2008), 110.
4. See 1 Nephi 13:40.
5. For more on Lehi’s visionary experience, see Blake T. Ostler, “The Throne-Theophany
and Prophetic Commission in 1 Nephi: A Form-Critical Analysis,” BYU Studies 26, no. 4
(Fall 1986): 67–95.
6. There appears to be a fair amount of irony in this first chapter of the Book of
Mormon, notably when the reader reaches the final chapter of the Book of Mormon: Moroni
10. Here, Moroni exhorts his readers to “deny not the gifts of God” (Moroni 10:8), and in
this catalogue of spiritual gifts Moroni mentions “the beholding of angels” (Moroni 10:14)
as well as speaking in “divers kinds of tongues” (Moroni 10:16). Upon a second reading of
1 Nephi 1, readers see in Lehi’s experiences the actualization of Moroni’s exhortation as they
encounter Lehi beholding the angels, and indeed joining them in song and praise with, one
can assume, the “tongue of angels” (cf. 2 Nephi 32:2). Like James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake,
it is not until one reaches the end of the book that one gets the information necessary to
comprehend the beginning. Readers must fully understand what has been written in order to
understand what is being revealed.
7. For analysis of 1 Nephi 11–14 as apocalyptic, see Jared M. Halverson, “Lehi’s
Dream and Nephi’s Vision as Apocalyptic Literature,” in The Things Which My Father
Saw: Approaches to Lehi’s Dream and Nephi’s Vision (2011 Sperry Symposium), ed. Daniel
L. Belnap, Gaye Strathearn, and Stanley A. Johnson (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center;
Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2011), 53–69. For an analysis of 1 Nephi 11–14 in general, see
Andrew C. Skinner, “The Foundational Doctrines of 1 Nephi 11–14,” Religious Educator 2,
no. 2 (2001): 139–55.
8. A third possibility is Lehi’s construction of an altar outside of Jerusalem. After Lehi
builds the altar, Laman and Lemuel begin to murmur, due to Lehi being “a visionary man”
(1 Nephi 2:11). Nephi relates that their frustrations stemmed from Lehi leading “them out
of the land of Jerusalem, to leave the land of their inheritance, and their gold, and their silver,
and their precious things, to perish in the wilderness” (1 Nephi 2:11). But the mentioning of
the murmuring right after the construction of the altar hints at a possible connection. One
of the results of the recent Deuteronomic reforms was a centralization of sacrifice, wherein
offerings were restricted to Jerusalem (Deuteronomy 12:11; cf. 2 Kings 23:7–9). Laman and

“The Intent for Which It Was Given"

79

Lemuel may have been frustrated that their father had stepped outside what they perceived as
the bounds of the law of Moses and had instead acted upon information given him in visions.
9. Grant Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Guide (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 38–39.
10. For more on Laman’s assertion about the preservation of Jerusalem, see David Rolph
Seely and Fred E. Woods, “How Could Jerusalem, ‘That Great City,’ Be Destroyed?,” in
Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem, 595–610.
11. For the implications of Sherem’s charges against Jacob, see Welch, The Legal Cases of
the Book of Mormon, 117–20.
12. John W. Welch writes, “If we take Sherem’s arguments at face value, he essentially
resisted the messianic clarifications introduced by the revelations of Lehi and Nephi. He
preferred a system of legal rules based on the law of Moses, especially as enforced by certain
provisions in the book of Deuteronomy, without any foreshadowing in light of messianic
expectation.” See Welch, The Legal Cases in the Book of Mormon, 110.
13. Noah’s priests likely possessed much more of a religious awareness than they are
given credit for. Joseph M. Spencer writes, “Though it is perhaps common to see the priests
as crafty but simply wrong—as if they had no theological leg to stand on, no actual scriptural
or even logical defense for their ideology—it may prove important to see them as having
believed they had a watertight case that would settle the whole Abinadi affair to everyone’s—
perhaps even Abinadi’s—satisfaction. The priest’s ‘astonishment’ may well have been more
of a question of their being completely unprepared for the radically ‘unorthodox’ position
Abinadi would take than of their being unprepared to defend their own position in generally
convincing terms.” Joseph M. Spencer, An Other Testament: On Typology (Salem, OR: Salt
Press, 2012), 135.
14. For the viewpoint that Corianton’s struggles went beyond sexual sin, as is commonly held, see Michael R. Ash, “The Sin Next To Murder: An Alternative Interpretation,”
Sunstone, November 2006, 34–43; B. W. Jorgensen, “Scriptural Chastity Lessons: Joseph and
Potiphar’s Wife; Corianton and the Harlot Isabel,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought
32, no. 1 (1999): 7–34, and Gardner, Second Witness, 4:526–34.
15. Gardner, Second Witness, 4:541.
16. D&C 63:9 states, “But, behold, faith cometh not by signs, but signs follow those
that believe.” See also Mormon 9:24.
17. See G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans,
1999), 70.
18. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, rev. ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans, 1997), 21. It should be noted Mounce’s observation is based largely upon patristic
awareness of the book of Revelation.
19. Just. Dial. 81.4; Iren. Adv. Haer. IV. 18.6; 20.11. IV. 21.3.
20. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 23.
21. These are the two dates given most often by scholars. For a full discussion, see Beale,
The Book of Revelation, 4–27.
22. Cf. “I will tell you in your mind and in your heart, by the Holy Ghost, which shall
come upon you and which shall dwell in your heart” (D&C 8:2).
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Early editions of the Book of Mormon, including the printer’s manuscript,

I

n the 2013 edition of the scriptures published by The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints, Ether 4:1 reads, “And the Lord commanded
the brother of Jared to go down out of the mount from the presence of the
Lord, and write the things which he had seen; and they were forbidden to
come unto the children of men until after that he should be lifted up upon
the cross; and for this cause did king Mosiah keep them, that they should not
come unto the world until after Christ should show himself unto his people.”
But the 1830 edition, as well as some other editions of this text, read King
“Benjamin” instead of King “Mosiah.”1 What is this passage about? Why has
this change been made and perpetuated?2
What Is This Story About?

The brother of Jared had just seen a marvelous vision of the Lord and had
learned that Jehovah would take on flesh and come to earth. He also had a
vision in which he was shown “all the inhabitants of the earth which had been,
and also that would be.”3 The brother of Jared was commanded to record the

contain the name “King Benjamin” in Ether 4:1 and not “King Mosiah.”
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things which he had seen and, since no other people could understand his
language, to seal up with the record two stones to help interpret it.4 Ether 4:1,
speaking of this record, says that these things were then forbidden to come
forth to the world until after Christ should show himself unto his people.

of the world, and also of Adam, and an account from that time even to the
great tower,”14 it is likely that Ether used sources to create his record (like
Mormon did),15 but the authorship of the twenty-four plates belongs to Ether.
However, the record being discussed in Ether 4:1 is a record written by the
hand of the brother of Jared, and is thus a record independent of the twentyfour plates.16

What Did the Brother of Jared Write?

The Record of the Brother of Jared

What we have learned so far is that Ether 4:1 discusses a record written by
the brother of Jared—a record that should not come forth until after Christ
should show himself unto his people. This record is distinct from the twentyfour plates of Ether. When did King Mosiah translate Jared’s record and
decide to keep it back from the people? We suggest that he did not: King
Benjamin did.

Jerry Thompson, King Mosiah. (c) IRI.

Many readers have assumed5 that his record is the same as, or part of, the
twenty-four plates of gold discovered by the people of Limhi that we now
call the book of Ether.6 The twenty-four plates found by Limhi were indeed
brought to King Mosiah and were translated “because of the great anxiety
of [King Mosiah’s] people; for they were desirous beyond measure to know
concerning those people who had been destroyed.”7 He translated the plates
and made known its contents among his people.8 Since Mosiah publicized
the contents of the twenty-four plates before Christ showed himself unto his
people, it cannot be the record spoken of in Ether 4:1. The record in Ether 4:1
was “forbidden to come unto the children of men,” and its contents were kept
back until after the coming of Christ.
Moreover, during the initial conversation between King Limhi and
Ammon, King Limhi tells Ammon that his people have discovered twentyfour mysterious plates and that he is anxious to translate them but does not
know how. Limhi then asks Ammon if he knows anyone who can translate.
Ammon responds by saying that the king of Zarahemla can translate.9
Ammon explains that the king of Zarahemla is able to translate because
of something that he “has” that was a “gift from God”—not just a spiritual
gift—but physical objects which are called “interpreters” that someone can
look into in order to translate.10 This appears to be a reference to the stones
that the Lord gave the brother of Jared to assist in the translation of the record
discussed in Ether 4:1.11 In sum, the king of Zarahemla had the stones but not
the twenty-four plates of Ether that Limhi’s people had found, and the people
of Limhi had the twenty-four plates but not the stones. Because the record
discussed in Ether 4:1 was sealed up with the stones,12 the twenty-four plates
found by the people of Limhi most likely were not the same as the records
discussed in Ether 4:1.
In fact, Moroni is quite clear that the twenty-four plates, which are called
the book of Ether, were written by Ether.13 There is no evidence in the Book
of Mormon that anyone else wrote anything on them. Since the information
contained on the twenty-four plates covers matters “concerning the creation
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Changing King Benjamin to King Mosiah

As noted above, early editions of the Book of Mormon, including the printer’s
manuscript, contain the name “King Benjamin” in Ether 4:1 and not “King
Mosiah.” Orson Pratt, the editor of the 1849 edition of the Book of Mormon,
changed this name to read Mosiah.17 He probably did this because he assumed
that the plates discussed in Ether 4:1 were the twenty-four plates of Ether.
Since Pratt knew King Mosiah and not King Benjamin translated the twentyfour plates of Ether, he attempted to correct what he perceived as a mistake
in the text—and he changed King Benjamin to King Mosiah. All subsequent
LDS editions of the Book of Mormon have followed suit.18
King Benjamin and the Record of the Brother of Jared

Is there evidence to suggest that—at some point in Nephite history—King
Benjamin (or his people) discovered the record of the brother of Jared and
the interpreters buried with them? Do we have any evidence that King
Benjamin made a translation using the interpreters? In fact, there is evidence.
As we return to the story of Ammon and King Limhi, Ammon had told King
Limhi in Mosiah 8 that the king of Zarahemla had the interpreters and could
translate ancient records using them. When this story is retold in Mosiah 21,
the 1830 edition reads:
And now Limhi was again filled with joy on learning from the mouth of Ammon
that king Benjamin had a gift from God, whereby he could interpret such engravings; yea, and Ammon also did rejoice.19

In the 1837 edition of the Book of Mormon the name “Benjamin” was
changed to “Mosiah.” This was probably done because of confusion over the
timeline of events: In Mosiah 6:4–5 it states that King Mosiah began ruling
while his father, Benjamin, was still alive. It goes on to state that Benjamin
lived three more years and then died. The narrative then returns to the reign
of King Mosiah and discusses how he had peace for the first three years of his
reign and that after those three years he sent Ammon to find the people of
Limhi.20 Many have assumed that King Benjamin must have been dead when
Ammon left on his journey. Others, however, have rightly pointed out that
this is not necessarily the case. One scholar noted:
The timing of these two events is so close that some overlap is possible. Perhaps
Ammon and his men left not knowing that Benjamin had died, or perhaps he was
still alive when they left.21
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When updating the text of the Book of Mormon in 1837, it was decided
that Mosiah 21:28 should read “King Mosiah” and not “King Benjamin.” All
subsequent LDS editions of the Book of Mormon have kept that change.22
But the original reading is perfectly intelligible: Ammon left on his journey
after three years of Mosiah’s reign but before knowledge of the death of King
Benjamin had spread (possibly because he was not yet dead). Thus, Ammon
told King Limhi that King Benjamin could translate using interpreters. How
did Ammon know? The answer seems to be that Benjamin had done it before.
King Benjamin had translated the record of the brother of Jared, as stated in
Ether 4:1. He had made a translation, and it was known that he had made
a translation, even if the contents of the translation had not yet gone forth
among the people.
Restoring Benjamin for Mosiah

The original readings of the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon in these two
instances could be preserving a forgotten story in the Book of Mormon—a
story of the discovery and translation of the record of the brother of Jared
during the reign of King Benjamin.23 That this story is not obvious has caused
some confusion and, in two instances, has led to changes in the text from “King
Benjamin” to “King Mosiah” (first Mosiah 21:28, and later Ether 4:1). These
changes are typical changes that occur in the transmission of texts—ancient
and modern—when scribes, copyists, and sometimes even well-meaning
editors attempt to improve or clarify perceived problems with an author’s
words. Thus, these emendations can (and, we would argue, should) be seen
as evidence that the early Saints who changed the text were not the authors
of the text; Joseph Smith did not write the Book of Mormon—he translated
it. Thus we concur with Stanley Larson, who wrote, “It seems that some have
been too hasty to ‘correct’ the Book of Mormon here.”24 All of this suggests
that the Book of Mormon is an ancient text that contains historical accounts
far richer than even some early (and modern) Church members have imagined.
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On 7 June 1844, dissenters from the Church published the first and only issue of the Nauvoo Expositor.

n 7 June 1844, seven dissenters from The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints—William and Wilson Law, Francis M. and
Chauncey L. Higbee, Robert and Charles Foster, and Charles Ivins—published the first and only issue of the Nauvoo Expositor, a four-page, six-column
paper whose purpose was to provide “a full, candid and succinct statement
of facts, as they exist in the city of Nauvoo, fearless of whose particular case
they apply.”1 Concerned that the paper’s accusations and inflammatory rhetoric would result in violence against Nauvoo, the city council three days later
ordered Joseph Smith, in his capacity as mayor of the city, to “destroy the
Nauvoo Expositor establishment as a nuisance.” Joseph passed the order on
to Nauvoo city marshal John P. Greene, who reported later that evening “that
he had removed the press, type—& printed paper—& fixtures into the street
& fired them.”2 The following day, 11 June, one of the paper’s publishers,
Francis Higbee, went before Thomas Morrison, a Hancock County justice
of the peace, and accused Joseph and seventeen other men of having committed a riot, “wherein they with force & violence broke into the printing office
of the Nauvoo Expositor and unlawfully & with force burned & destroyed
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 89–111
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the printing press, type & fixtures of the same.” Morrison immediately issued
a warrant for Joseph’s arrest, thus setting into motion the legal process that
would lead to the prophet’s murder at Carthage Jail less than three weeks
later.3
As one of the key events leading to Joseph Smith’s death, the destruction
of the Expositor has received a significant amount of attention from historians over the years.4 At the same time, relatively little work has been done
on the history of the seven men who published the paper, especially the history of their relationship with Joseph in Nauvoo and the reasons behind their
defection from the Church. William Law has received the most attention in
this regard, although reliance on later sources and reminiscent accounts has
colored the story somewhat.5 For the others, authors have generally been content to provide a brief description of who they were and what their difficulties
with the Prophet were but have neglected to carefully trace the development
of these problems and the significant points of contact between them. In
the cases of Charles Foster, Wilson Law, and Charles Ivins, such brief treatment has been unavoidable, as very few sources detailing their deteriorating
relationship with Joseph have been located. More information, however, is
available for Robert D. Foster, Francis M. Higbee, and Chauncey L. Higbee,
especially as it relates to events preceding the arrival of the Expositor press in
Nauvoo on 7 May 1844—an event that clearly marks the beginning of a new
and united effort on the part of these men to discomfit the Mormon prophet
and his supporters. This article, then, details Joseph’s relationship with Foster
and the two Higbees in Nauvoo up to that point in an effort to provide a
more complete account of the events and issues leading to these men’s united
animosity toward Joseph Smith during the last few years of his life than has
been available in the past.
Beginnings

Although their experiences in and with the Church were significantly different, all three men had achieved some degree of prominence in Nauvoo by
the time they turned against Joseph Smith. Chauncey and Francis, sons of
the Prophet’s friend Elias Higbee, had been in the Church the longest, having been baptized in 1832 around the ages of eleven and twelve, respectively.
Along with other members of their family, both endured several periods of
persecution in Missouri between 1833 and 1839. Both also practiced law in
Nauvoo, and both served as aides-de-camp to Major Generals John C. Bennett
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Joseph Smith served as mayor of Nauvoo during the Nauvoo Expositor incident.

and Wilson Law in the Nauvoo Legion.6 Foster, on the other hand, appears
to have joined the Church shortly before accompanying Joseph on part of his
trip to Washington, DC, in autumn 1839, and so missed the Missouri troubles. He speculated heavily in lands on the bluff area of Nauvoo, and, like the
Higbees, practiced law. He was also a successful and well-respected physician,
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as evidenced by his appearing as an expert witness in the celebrated Dana v.
Brink malpractice suit7 and serving as surgeon general of the Legion.8
Prominence, however, was no insurance against poor behavior. The first
hint that all was not well with the Higbee brothers in Nauvoo is a mild rebuke
Joseph delivered on 28 January 1842 to their father, Elias Higbee, a member
of the temple committee at the time. “The Lord is not well pleased with you,”
Joseph told Higbee, “& you must straiten up your loins and do better, & your
family also. . . . You must arise & shake yourself & be active & make your children industrious & help build the Temple.”9 Three months later, it became
clear that the situation had deteriorated rather than improved, with George
Miller formally charging Chauncey Higbee in May with “unchaste and unvirtuous conduct with the widow Miller and others.” The Nauvoo high council
heard the case on 21 May 1842, at which point three witnesses testified that
Higbee had seduced several women by telling them it was no sin “to have
free intercourse with women if it was kept secret.”10 Sarah Miller, Margaret
Nyman, and Matilda Nyman—three of Higbee’s victims—formally recorded
their accounts of Higbee’s actions three days later, at which point the high
council formally excommunicated him from the Church.11 Making matters
worse, Higbee appears to have responded by retaliating against Joseph, leading to his arrest the same day for “slander and defamation” against the Prophet
and his wife Emma. Higbee was released on a two-hundred-dollar bond, but
he was obviously very upset with Joseph Smith.12
Cryptic entries in Joseph’s journal, which was being kept by Willard
Richards at the time, indicate that something was brewing with Francis
Higbee at approximately the same time. On 13 May 1842, Richards wrote
that Joseph “had private interview with Pres[iden]t Rigdon . . . concerning
certain evil reports put in circulation by F. M.,” followed by several illegible
words. Draft notes written later for Joseph Smith’s history supply “Higbee”
after “F. M.,” making it clear that the compilers of the history, at least, had
reason to believe Francis M. Higbee was behind at least some of the developing issues between Joseph and Sidney Rigdon in 1842.13 Similarly, Richards
noted on 29 June 1842 that Joseph “held a long conversation with Francis
Higby,” who “found fault with being exposed.” According to Richards, Joseph
told the young man that “he spoke of him in self defence,” after which Higbee
“appeard humble & promisd to reform.”14
Neither entry provides any details about the situation with Higbee at
this time, but records generated almost two years later offer some suggestions.
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Evidently, sometime during the summer of 1841, Higbee had contracted
“the Pox”—probably syphilis—from a prostitute who had visited Nauvoo
from Warsaw, Illinois. At the same time, Higbee also reportedly told John C.
Bennett, who was treating him, that he had seduced a young lady in Nauvoo.
Bennett passed the news onto Joseph, who reported that when he tried to
inform the girl’s parents of the problem, both Bennett and Higbee changed
their story and lied about Joseph in some fashion in order to “blind the family.”15 The entries in Joseph’s journal about “evil reports” and Higbee’s concern
over being “exposed,” referenced previously, may have been written in this
context, at a time when the Prophet had been forced to defend himself and
explain what really had happened. If so, it was a move that Higbee clearly did
not like, but which his own actions had precipitated.
Following this brief flurry of activity in May and June 1842, Joseph
appears to have had very little to do with the Higbees—at least for a time.
The same cannot be said, however, of Robert D. Foster, who appears frequently in Joseph’s journal between March 1842 and early 1844. Foster’s
relationship with the Prophet during these years varied considerably; the
two men seem to have been friends at some points and opponents at others. On 10 March 1842, for example, Foster was clearly on Joseph’s side
when he testified before the Nauvoo municipal court that Amos Davis had
used “indec[e]nt and abusive Language” against Joseph the previous day.16
Two months later, in turn, Joseph spoke “at considerable length” in support of the Masonic lodge, forgiving Foster after lodge members found him
guilty of abusing Henry G. Sherwood and Samuel Smith.17 The following
day, 21 May 1842, Joseph and the Nauvoo high council similarly ruled in
Foster’s favor after the latter had been charged with “unchristian conduct” by
Nathan T. Knight, and on 19 July, Joseph, Foster, and several others went
for a long ride together “to look at Timber Land.”18 Early in 1843, however,
Richards noted in Joseph’s journal that Foster “took an active part in electioneering for the written opposition ticket, & obstructing passage to the
polls” during the Nauvoo city elections. Furthermore, Richards wrote that
Foster was supporting non-Mormon businessman William H. Rollosson for
Nauvoo postmaster rather than Joseph Smith, who had been “recommended
for the appointment” in November 1842.19 The Prophet called Foster out on
at least some of these activities at a public meeting on 21 February 1843 and
also chastised him for drawing labor and means from building the Nauvoo
Temple and Nauvoo House by promoting his own building developments
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In the middle of March, Richards noted both men engaging in conversation together and commenting on large circles that were visible around the
moon.22 The rapport seems to have held even when Joseph and Orson Spencer
decided against Foster on a charge of debt later in the month,23 with Foster
taking an active role in preventing the Prophet’s enemies from transporting
him to Missouri after his arrest near Dixon, Illinois, on 23 June.24 In October,
Foster also “voluntaryly came forward” and donated five dollars toward the
purchase of an eight-dollar book in which Willard Richards and William W.
Phelps could continue writing Joseph Smith’s history.25 Joseph, in turn, was
comfortable appealing to Foster in his capacity as justice of the peace on
18 December when John Elliot verbally threatened his ( Joseph’s) life. He
also chose to deliver an important speech in front of Foster’s “Mammoth
Hotel”—one of the building projects he had publicly denounced in his 21
February 1843 speech—to “several thousand people . . . on sealing the hearts
of the fathers to the chidrn [children] & the heart of the childrn to the
fathers” in January 1844.26 Richards also noted in Joseph’s journal the abuse
Foster suffered at the hands of anti-Mormons in Carthage who opposed his
election as school commissioner in August 1843, as well as Foster’s efforts to
enforce the law—again, in his capacity as justice of the peace—in the face of
anti-Mormon sentiment.27 Whatever friction or tension had existed between
the Prophet and Foster early in 1843 appears to have been forgotten shortly
afterwards, with both men evidently taking an active and sympathetic interest
in each other’s life and welfare over the ensuing months.

Chauncey Higbee was a charter member of the conspiracy formed to destroy the Prophet and his family.

of the area. Foster acknowledged the correctness of Joseph’s accusation but
also claimed that he had given one thousand dollars to “this house”—meaning, probably, the Nauvoo House—and that he intended to contribute more.
Foster also claimed he had been unaware of Joseph’s desire to be appointed
postmaster.20
Three days later, on 24 February 1843, Joseph visited Foster and “had
some conversation” about the issues he had raised at the meeting. Although
Foster showed “some feeling on the occasion,” subsequent journal entries suggest that the two men managed to bury their differences relatively quickly.21

Opposition and Conspiracy, January–March 1844

By January 1844, some eighteen months after he had promised Joseph that he
would reform, Francis Higbee was again causing problems for the Prophet. At
the time, the Nauvoo City Council was trying to determine the origins of a
rumor that Joseph had identified William Law and William Marks as traitors
and that he had secretly instructed the Nauvoo police to somehow put them
“out of the way.” In spite of clear evidence and testimony from several dozen
individuals that the rumors were unfounded, Law and Marks continued to
feel threatened after two days of careful investigation.28 On 5 January—the
third day of the inquiry—Francis Higbee took the stand and testified that
he, for one, had received an impression “from some source” that Law, Marks,
and several others “could not subscribe to all things in the church, and it
might make trouble.” Without making any clarifications, Higbee then left
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the meeting without permission, prompting Joseph—who understood what
Higbee’s testimony might imply—to remark that he, Higbee, “had better stay
at home & hold his tongue, lest rumor turn upon him” and that “the young
men of the City had better withdraw from him & . . . not consider him the
standard.”29 According to William Law, Joseph also told those present that
Higbee had been “conniving with Missouri”; that he “only disgraced anyone
who associated with him”; that he, Joseph, “had denied him the privilege of
his house . . . and would not allow him to associate with his females”; and that
he, Joseph, had once been asked “to lay hands on him when he stank from a
cause that he did not like to name.”30 While the details behind all but the last
of these remarks—a clear reference to the results of Higbee’s earlier indiscretion with the prostitute—are lacking from the historical record, Joseph was
evidently giving voice to several months of pent-up frustration with Higbee’s
behavior.
Five days later, on 10 January 1844, Higbee wrote a letter to Joseph about
what Higbee called “the inconsiderate, the unwarented, and unheard of
Attack” Joseph had made against him before the city council and demanded
an immediate investigation into the matter. In a roundabout way, Higbee
also tried to deny the events of 1841. “I want you to thoroughly understand,”
Higbee wrote, “I look upon that species of crime, as the greatest, the most
distructive to human happiness, and the most fatal to all earthly enjoyment.”
Higbee also suggested that Joseph’s “attack” on his character was motivated
by Higbee’s own staunch opposition to plural marriage, the news of which
had reached his ears by this time. “Any revelation commanding or in any wise
suffering sexual intercourse, under any other form, than that prescribed by
the laws of our Country, which has been ratified by special revelation through
you, is of HELL,” Higbee told the Prophet, “and I bid defiance to any or all
such.”31
Higbee hadn’t sent the letter four days later, when he visited Orson Pratt
at his home. According to Pratt, Higbee used “slanderous and abusive epithets and language” against Joseph Smith and read his letter to the Apostle.
The following day, 15 January, Joseph received word that Higbee was planning to sue him for ten thousand dollars—an action that was cut short when
Pratt, on the same day, charged Higbee with leaving the city council “without
leave” and for slandering Joseph in his home the day before.32 The municipal
court, presided over by Orson Spencer pro tem, began hearing the case at
10:00 a.m. on 16 January, but it adjourned after some time in order for its
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members, in their capacity as members of the city council, to pass a number
of much-needed ordinances. During the break, the case took an unexpected
turn when Joseph and Higbee talked through their issues with one another
and reconciled, with Higbee acknowledging the “slanderous letter” he had
written and the “many hard things” he had said against Joseph, and Joseph
frankly forgiving him. “I went before the council & stated that all difficulties between me and Francis M. Higbee are eternally buried, and I am to be
his friend forever,” Joseph’s journal entry reads for that day, “to which F M
Higby replied I will be his friend forever, & his right hand man.” Joseph also
“explained at length respecting what, in substance, he had said at previous
councils on the same subject,” while Higbee mentioned “his distraction of
mind the past week” and reaffirmed his friendship to Joseph. In token of their
having “eternally buried” the past, Joseph’s comments about Higbee in the 5
January city council meeting were then “stricken” from the minutes of the
meeting with five large Xs.33
As it turned out, “forever” was relatively short-lived. On 26 February,
Higbee served as the defense attorney for Orsamus F. Bostwick, who had
been accused by Hyrum Smith of slander. Joseph himself presided over the
case in the Nauvoo Mayor’s Court. After hearing from witness John Scott
that Bostwick had accused Hyrum of having several “spiritual wives,” 34 and
that he had also accused various women in Nauvoo as living as prostitutes,
Joseph found Bostwick guilty and fined him fifty dollars and the costs of the
court. Afterwards, Higbee, as Bostwick’s attorney, declared his intention to
appeal the decision to the municipal court “& then to the circuit court” in
Carthage. “I told him what I thought of him—& for trying to cary such a
suit to Carthage,” Joseph’s journal reads for that day. “It was to stir up the
mob—& bring them upon us.”35 Still upset with the two men ten days later,
Joseph discussed their “proceedings” in a meeting of “six or eight thousand”
Church members on 7 March and asked “the people to speak out, [and] say
whether such men should be tolerated and supported in our midst.” Feeling
that the “conduct of such men” tied the hands of the city officers, Joseph
declared his intention “from this time . . . to bring such characters before the
committee of the whole” and to “give them in to the hands of the mob” if they
persisted in their course.36
Joseph’s relationship with Robert D. Foster also took a turn for the worse
at this 7 March meeting. Shortly after discussing the Bostwick-Higbee problem, Joseph mentioned “another man” who, in an article published in the
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New York Weekly Tribune, had accused Joseph of misusing funds donated for
building the temple—“that splendid monument of folly and wickedness,” the
author wrote.37 Robert Foster’s brother, Charles, asked Joseph if Joseph was
suggesting that he was the author of the article, to which Joseph replied in the
affirmative. “You shall hear from me,” Charles Foster fumed, to which Joseph
responded, “I fine you $10.00—for that threat, and distu[r]bi[n]g the me[e]
ti[n]g.” Robert Foster then jumped into the fray, telling Joseph that Charles
hadn’t threatened him and that no one present had heard a threat. According
to Willard Richards, “hundreds” of those present disagreed. The tiff ended
shortly afterwards when Joseph threatened to fine Robert Foster if he continued to speak.38
While it may appear that Joseph was being unnecessarily harsh with
Bostwick, Higbee, and the Fosters at this time, a close look at recent events
shows that he had good reason to be concerned with their activities. AntiMormon sentiment in Hancock County, which had been on the rise ever
since the Mormon vote had decided the August 1843 election, had reached
near fever pitch by March 1844. In January, an anti-Mormon meeting in the
county had even gone so far as to call upon Illinois governor Thomas Ford to
amend the Nauvoo charter, disarm members of the Church, call out a portion
of the militia to arrest Joseph Smith, and repeal some of the city’s ordinances.
Ford had responded that he lacked the authority to carry into execution
such “absurd and preposterous” requests and told both Mormons and antiMormons in the area “to beware of carrying matters to extremity.” Refusing
to take sides in the growing conflict, Ford also explained that he was “bound
by the laws and the constitution to regard you all as citizens of the state, possessed of equal rights and privileges: and to cherish the rights of one as dearly
as the rights of another.”39 Joseph had publicly endorsed Ford’s counsel in late
February and had pledged to “cultivate peace and friendship with all, mind
our own business, and come off with flying colors, respected, because, in
respecting others, we respect ourselves.”39 Bostwick’s charges, Higbee’s threat
to appeal Bostwick’s conviction to the court in Carthage, and the Fosters’ dissent at this time threatened to undermine the goodwill Joseph was trying to
build with Ford and with anti-Mormons in the area, leaving him no other
option but to roundly and publicly condemn their activities.
The 7 March meeting moved on to other matters, but the situation with
the Fosters and Higbees grew worse over the ensuing days. Sometime around
15 March, Robert Foster told Merinus G. Eaton that someone had visited
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William Law, one of the seven dissenters who published the Nauvoo Expositor.
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Foster’s home in his absence, had attempted to somehow turn his wife against
him, had taught her the “spiritual wife doctrine,”40 had tried to seduce her,
and then had sat down to a meal with her. When Foster had returned home,
the visitor had greeted him politely and then left. “Jealous that something was
wrong,” Foster then asked his wife what the two had been talking about in his
absence. When his wife refused to say, Foster told Eaton he had put a pistol
to his wife’s head and threatened to shoot her if she didn’t speak. When she
still refused, Foster gave her a double-barreled pistol and told her to defend
herself, upon which his wife fainted “through fear and excitement.” When
she came to, Foster reported, she told him how the visitor had attempted to
turn her against him, and “by preaching the spiritual wife system to her had
endeavored to seduce her.”41
Foster apparently didn’t tell Eaton who the visitor was, but Joseph, when
he heard about it, felt that he was the one who was implicated. On 23 March,
Joseph rode with William Clayton and Alexander Neibaur to Foster’s home,
evidently in an effort to clear his name. Foster was away, but the three men
eventually found his wife, Sarah, at a neighbor’s home. According to Clayton,
Joseph asked Sarah if he had ever made any indecent proposals to her, taught
her “the spiritual wife doctrine,” or done or said anything immoral or indecent—all of the things, in essence, that her husband was accusing someone of
having done recently. Sarah replied in the negative to each question. “After
some further conversation on the subject,” Clayton recorded, Joseph and his
companions left, with Joseph and Neibaur eventually continuing on to the
Prophet’s farm outside Nauvoo.42
The following day, 24 March 1844, Joseph told a congregation of Saints
something else Foster had told Eaton: that William and Wilson Law, Robert
Foster, Chauncey Higbee, and another Nauvoo dissenter, Joseph H. Jackson,
“had held a caucus, desig[n]ing to destroy all the Smith family in a few
weeks.”43 According to Wilford Woodruff, who was present, Joseph also told
the gathering that the “foundation” for the conspiracy was a set of lies about
Joseph “hatched up” by Chauncey Higbee, including the report that Joseph
had “had mens heads cut off in Missouri” and that he had “had a sword run
through the hearts of the people” whom he wanted “put out of the way.”44
Further details about the conspiracy emerged three days later, when Eaton
and Abiathar Williams—who, like Eaton, had met with Foster and other dissenters earlier in the month—made separate affidavits concerning what they
heard from those involved. According to Eaton, Joseph H. Jackson had said
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“that he should not be surprised if there should be a real muss and an insurrection in the city in less than two months” and that he expected men from
Carthage to join in the fray.45 By Williams’s account, Jackson had also said
that “he should not be surprised if in two weeks there should not be one of
the Smith family left alive in Nauvoo.”46
Pushing the Legal Limits, April–May 1844

Joseph was not the only person in authority that Foster and the Higbee
brothers were opposing at the time. On 31 March, Alexander Mills, one of
Nauvoo’s policemen, told Joseph that one of the Higbees had drawn a pistol
on him the previous night. The following day, 1 April, both Chauncey and
Francis were tried before Daniel H. Wells, justice of the peace, “for assaulting
the police,” although it is unclear if the case was related to the incident with
Mills or some other altercation. Wells acquitted both men of the charge but
fined Chauncey Higbee ten dollars “for abusive Language to the Marshal” in a
separate trial.47 This case had originated when Higbee had become angry with
Joel S. Miles, a constable in Nauvoo, over the wording of a warrant that had
been issued for William H. J. Marr, who was accused of almost beating a black
man to death on suspicion that he had robbed a store the night of 29 March.
Overhearing Higbee’s verbal abuse of Miles, Nauvoo city marshal John P.
Greene had told him to not “use impertinent language,” to which Higbee
responded, “God damn you. Who are you? Who cares for you! I am here
myself, go your way.” On an order from Greene, Nauvoo policeman Andrew
Lytle and his brother John then arrested Higbee, who, after receiving the tendollar fine, complained of false imprisonment before Robert Foster. Foster,
in turn, issued a warrant for the arrest of Greene and the Lytle brothers, who
quickly applied to the Nauvoo municipal court for a writ of habeas corpus
after they were apprehended. Determining that the charge of false imprisonment had “originated in a malicious and vexatious suit” instigated by Higbee,
the court discharged the three men on 3 April “on the merits of the case” and
concluded that “Chauncey L. Higbee was a very disorderly person.”48
Robert Foster’s opposition to Nauvoo authorities and the rule of law at
this time went deeper than his misguided support for Chauncey Higbee’s
accusations against the marshal and police. In the case of the beaten black
man referenced previously, J. Easton was also arrested for participating in the
crime. Greene was planning to take Easton before Wells for trial, but before
he could do so, Foster issued a separate warrant for Easton’s arrest, tried him,
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and acquitted him in his own court. Suspecting that Foster’s movements
were an effort “to thwart the ends of justice, and screen the prisoner from the
condemnation he justly deserves,” Joseph confronted Foster about his proceedings. Foster claimed that he was unaware that Easton was already under
arrest when he had issued his own warrant and held his own trial, but when
he called on one of the jurors to corroborate his story, the juror maintained
that he felt all along “it was in part a sham trial, and a mere mockery of justice.”49 After recounting the whole affair, the editor of the Nauvoo Neighbor
also reported that Foster had recently been fined ten dollars for gambling.
“We are sorry to find,” the editor lamented, “that our lawyers and magistrates
should be taking the lead among gamblers and disorderly persons and be
numbered among law-breakers, rather than supporting virtue, law, and the
dignity of the city.”50
Just as he had with Francis Higbee earlier, Joseph attempted to openly discuss his differences with Foster and Chauncey Higbee in an apparent effort to
bring about some sort of reconciliation. On 16 April, for example, Richards
noted that Joseph “had a long talk with Chauncey L. Higbee” and read to him
the affidavits Abiathar Williams and Merinus G. Eaton had made, detailing
Higbee’s accusations against Joseph and his involvement in the conspiracy
against the Prophet’s life.51 Richards neglected to note Higbee’s response, suggesting that nothing came of the interview. Three days earlier, Joseph had met
with similar results when he had attempted to reconcile with Foster. “Have
I ever misused you any way?” Joseph asked, to which Foster responded, “I
do not feel at liberty to answer this qu[e]stion under existing circumstances.”
Joseph asked two more times with the same results and then invited, “Tell
me where I have done wrong & I will ask your forgiveness.” Foster declined
the offer, prompting Joseph, who evidently felt he had done all he could to
resolve their differences, to charge Foster with “unchristian like conduct in
general, for abusing my character privately, for throwing out slanderous insinuations agai[n]st me, for conspiring against my peace & safety, for conspiring
against my life, for conspiring against the peace of my family, and for lying.”52
Five days later, on 18 April, several members of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles, members of the Nauvoo high council, and several other members
of the Church—but not Joseph—met in council and excommunicated Foster
and several other dissidents from the Church for “unchristianlike conduct.”53
The disdain Robert Foster and Chauncey Higbee held both for the law
and for Joseph Smith manifested itself again on 26 April, one week after
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Foster’s excommunication. The excitement began when a fight broke out
between brothers Augustine and Orson Spencer after Augustine launched
into a tirade against Joseph and Hyrum Smith at Orson’s home.54 Nauvoo
city marshal John P. Greene was called to the scene and arrested Augustine
for assault, who then resisted Greene’s efforts to convey him to the mayor’s
office—that is, Joseph’s office—for trial. Greene called upon Robert Foster,
Charles Foster, and Chauncey Higbee, who were nearby, to assist him, but
they refused. “They swore they would not,” the Nauvoo Neighbor reported,
“and said they would see the mayor and the city d—d, and then they would
not.” Greene somehow managed to get Spencer to Joseph’s office, where he
was fined one hundred dollars, after which Joseph, still acting in his capacity
as mayor, ordered that the two Fosters and Higbee be arrested “for refusing to
assist the officer when called upon.” Greene didn’t have far to go to find them;
the three men had evidently followed him and Spencer to Joseph’s office.
All three resisted arrest, prompting Joseph to come to Greene’s aid. At this
point, according to the Neighbor, Charles Foster “immediately drew a double
barrelled pistol and presented it to the mayor’s breast.”55 According to later
testimony, Robert Foster somehow “interfered” and the pistol was wrenched
from his brother’s hand, but the verbal onslaught was just beginning, with
Higbee and Charles Foster saying “they would be God damnd, if they would
not shoot the mayor” and that they “would consider [themselves] favord of
God—for the privilege of shooting or ridding the world of such a Tyrant.” All
three men were taken into custody and fined one hundred dollars each.56
After fining Foster the one hundred dollars, Joseph then issued a warrant
for his arrest “on complaint of Willard Richards,” who accused Foster of shaking his fists in his (Richards’s) face and saying, “You . . . are another Damned
black hearted villain. You tried to seduce my wife on the boat when she was
going to New York.—and I can prove it.”57 The case came up for trial before
Joseph the next day but was adjourned to Monday, 29 April, “after much conversation with the Mayor,” Richards recorded, “in which he [Foster] charged
Joseph with many crimes . . . and a great variety of vile & false epithets &
charges.” At one point in the discussion, according to Richards, Foster “agreed
to meet Joseph on 2d—monday of may at the stand and have a settlement”
of some sort, “and then said he would publish it [in the] Warsaw paper”—
probably meaning the Warsaw Signal, whose editor, Thomas Sharp, had been
waging an anti-Mormon crusade for some time. While it is unclear what
the contemplated “settlement” would have looked like, Foster’s intention
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to publish it in the Signal did not sit well with the Mormon leader. “Joseph
told him, if he did not agree to be quiet—not attempt to raise a mob . . . he
would not meet him,” Richards recounted, “[but that] if he would be quiet
he [ Joseph] publish it in the [Nauvoo] Neighbor.” When Foster rejected
the proposal, Joseph said he was finished trying to effect a peace with him,
declared himself free from Foster’s blood, and “deliverd him into the hand of
God & shook his garments aga[in]st him.”58
Foster spent the next day—Sunday, 28 April—with Francis Higbee,
William and Wilson Law, and several others inviting various families in
Nauvoo to join the church they had recently created on the grounds that
Joseph was a fallen prophet. Foster and Higbee were members of the new
organization’s Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, and William Law served as
president.59 Little wonder, then, that when the original case involving Foster’s
threats toward Richards came up on 29 April, Joseph opted to transfer it
to city alderman William Marks.60 No record of Marks’s decision has been
located.
By the end of the following week, it was clear that Joseph’s break with
Foster and the Higbees was complete. On 6 May, the Council of Fifty met and
agreed to deliver the three men over to the “buffetings of Satan”—a somewhat
cryptic phrase often employed at the time in connection with excommunication, with the added scriptural implication that the punishment would remain
in force irrevocably “until the day of redemption.”61 Following the council
meeting, Joseph was arrested on complaint of Francis Higbee—the only one
of the three who had not been formally excommunicated by this point, and
who, as we have seen, had done the most to reconcile with Joseph in the past.
In what might be seen as a show of solidarity with the other two men, and
despite his earlier agreement with Joseph that their differences were “eternally
buried,” Higbee was suing Joseph for five thousand dollars in damages for
the statements he had made about his character—including the allusion to
his venereal disease—in the city council meeting on 5 January “and on divers
other days and times with in one year last past.”62 Following his arrest, Joseph
petitioned the municipal court for a writ of habeas corpus on the grounds
that Higbee was “actuated by no other motive than a desire to persecute and
harass” him and to place him “into the hands of his Enemies.”63 At the hearing
two days later, Joseph explained at length his comments at the January city
council meeting, after which several others who were present corroborated
his account. After hearing the testimony, the court, “convinced [that] the suit
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was instituted through malice, & ought not to be countenanced,” ordered
that Joseph be discharged from arrest and that Higbee pay the court costs,
which amounted to about $36.14.64 Higbee was excommunicated ten days
later, 18 May 1844, by the Nauvoo high council for “apostatizing.”65
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Robert Foster and Chauncey and Francis Higbee, along with several others, signed onto the project that
ultimately led to Joseph’s death in Carthage the following month.
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Fittingly enough, the press on which Francis and Chauncey Higbee,
Robert Foster, and other dissenters would publish the Nauvoo Expositor
arrived at Foster’s home on 7 May, the day before the municipal court ordered
Joseph’s release in the Higbee case.66 While its arrival and the subsequent effort
to publish the first issue of the paper didn’t prevent Joseph’s enemies from
continuing to pursue him through other means—both Foster and Francis
Higbee, for example, as well as the Law brothers, formally charged Joseph
with a variety of crimes over the course of the following month67—it did signal an expansion of the tactics the Prophet’s enemies were willing to employ
to discredit him. The production of the Expositor also signaled the first time
Foster and both Higbees’ names were all associated in the same effort against
Joseph—Francis Higbee’s name, for example, had not been brought up in
connection with the conspiracy forming against Joseph in March 1844, while
Chauncey Higbee was evidently not involved with the dissenters’ new church.
All three, though, along with several others, signed onto the project that ultimately led to Joseph’s death in Carthage the following month.
Conclusion

According to the seven publishers of the Nauvoo Expositor, their opposition
to Joseph Smith was rooted predominantly in their concern about the combination of church and state in Nauvoo, “the doctrine of many Gods” that
Joseph had been teaching, and Joseph’s practice of plural marriage.68 A careful
look at some of these men’s relationship with Joseph in Nauvoo prior to the
arrival of the press on which the paper would be published, however, suggests that a variety of other issues also played a role in their disaffection from
the Prophet and the Church. Robert Foster, whose relationship with Joseph
in Nauvoo had been generally positive (with one or two minor exceptions),
appears to have first turned against Joseph after believing that someone had
made improper advances toward his wife in his absence. While the full details
of this incident may never be known, Foster’s subsequent accusation that
Willard Richards had also attempted to seduce his wife while the two were on
a boat bound for New York betrays a certain insecurity on his part regarding
his wife and raises the distinct possibility—as does his wife’s own statements,
as recorded by William Clayton—that his animosity toward Joseph on this
score was largely unfounded. Foster also appears to have lashed out in various ways against the requirements and officers of the law in Nauvoo during
this time, suggesting that at least some of his opposition to Joseph was part
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of a larger personal crusade against the established order and authorities of
the time.
A significant part of the Higbees’ animosity toward Joseph seems to have
been rooted in Joseph’s disavowal of the brothers’ well-documented amorous exploits. Chauncey Higbee appears to have made no effort to rejoin
the Church following his excommunication on this score in May 1842, and,
like Foster, he turned his ire against not only Joseph Smith, but against other
authorities in Nauvoo as well. Like Foster, Chauncey also appears to have
rebuffed Joseph’s efforts to reconcile during this period and was reportedly
a charter member of the conspiracy formed in March 1844 to destroy the
Prophet and his family. Francis Higbee, on the other hand, did accept the
olive branch Joseph extended to him after he ( Joseph) indiscreetly remarked
at a city council meeting about Higbee’s contracting “the Pox” in 1841, but
he lost the Prophet’s trust shortly afterwards when he threatened to appeal
a potentially inflammatory legal case to the circuit court in Carthage. No
doubt aware of his brother Chauncey’s ongoing conflicts with Joseph and
other Nauvoo authorities, Francis emerged from the background and charged
Joseph with defamation of character in May 1844, over a year after Joseph’s
remarks to the city council and some three years after his illness.
Whatever the reason for their disaffection from Joseph and the Church
he led, the members of this particular trio wasted little time in joining forces
against the Prophet. By the end of March 1844, at least two of them—Foster
and Chauncey Higbee—were identified as members of a conspiracy against
Joseph’s life. Both men openly mocked Joseph and other Nauvoo authorities
on at least two occasions in April, and by the end of the month, both Foster
and Francis Higbee were members of William Law’s new church. In the end,
however, it was the Nauvoo Expositor that served as their most powerful
weapon against Joseph and that brought each man’s increasingly tumultuous
relationship with the Prophet to an effective close.
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We need to recognize that there is political diversity in the Church,
and we need to be accepting of other people who think differently.

ayment: I’ll just start out by saying that we’re here with Richard Davis,
professor of political science and director of the Office of Civic Engagement.
Richard is also the author of The Liberal Soul: Applying the Gospel of Jesus
Christ in Politics, published by Greg Kofford Books in 2014, and he is the author
of Fathers and Sons: Lessons from the Scriptures. Richard is also a weekly columnist for the Deseret News and was chair for the Utah County Democratic
Party from 2007 to 2011.
Wayment: So, Richard, my first comment is—and I want to word this
respectfully—that we’re hearing in religion and from a lot of places that there’s
a growing divergence between what Latter-day Saint youth, or the millennial
generation, think politically and what our religious leaders think politically.
This gap is starting to open up. I’m wondering if you can describe that in your
own terms, whether you agree that it is happening or whether it is maybe more
nuanced than that?
Davis: Well, I get that impression as well, although I haven’t seen any
survey data that actually shows that. But when I look at the students—I don’t
ask them what their views are on social issues, but it sort of comes out—I do
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think that what you’re describing is true. I’m not sure that it’s new, however.
So if you were to go back to the 1960s and 1970s and you were to ask many
LDS youth about the ban on blacks holding the priesthood and whether
they agreed with that, I’m not sure what kind of response you might get. I
think there have always been members that have felt like there is some part of
Church policy that they don’t agree with. Now, they might not have been as
vocal as young people are today because we have so many social media venues
for them to be vocal, but I know there are a lot of members who oppose the
Utah Compact, which was an agreement among Utah community leaders on
immigration that the Church was supportive of. Also, the Church has made
a statement about guns in churches and that the Church doesn’t want guns
in church buildings, and I think there are many people, Church members,
who would say, “I’m going to take my gun wherever I want to because it’s
my gun and I have the right to do so.” I think there are also women’s rights
issues. I think in the past, there were a lot of people who did not go along
with the Church’s position on the Equal Rights Amendment, but I think the
difference is that among this generation, because it has social media and so
many networking capabilities, those who differ become more visible in their
opposition.
So I guess what I’m trying to do is sort of dampen the sense that it’s all
new and to put it in perspective so that somebody who’s dealing with LDS
youth doesn’t think this is an indication of how far off this particular generation is compared with other generations. I think it is more nuanced than that.
I think the difference may be the visibility of the opposition: you can see it on
Facebook, you can read it on Twitter, and you can see it on blogs, whereas that
didn’t happen thirty, forty, or fifty years ago.
Wayment: That is a great point. I want to make sure I am understanding
you right. So rather than seeing it as a generational divide or differences over a
single issue or two, what you’re saying is it’s really happened for a long time. So
effectively, teachers who see this great divide between their students and themselves might also personally diverge from the Church on other issues. Is that right?
Davis: Yes, I think that is quite possible.
Wayment: So, for example, the teacher may struggle with Second
Amendment statements but then places more emphasis on this generational
division.
Davis: Exactly. So I think what we are doing is essentially saying that
the disagreement that happens here in this particular issue—if we are talking
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about gay marriage—is somehow far more important than other things in
other areas in the past, and I don’t think so. I think there have always been
members who have had difficulty with something, and the Church has survived, and therefore we probably need to be tolerant, as tolerant today as
would have been the case thirty, forty, or fifty years ago with the differences
that existed among members. I think most people have something that they
have a problem with, and therefore, to say, “My problem is tiny or not as significant, but your problem, however, is huge” is damaging because all that
does is to separate people from the Church.
Wayment: That is a great point, Richard. Would you criticize my approach
here? I say to students to be patient. Is it a bad idea to say I might feel differently
about this political position, but I will just try to remain patient during the time
that I don’t understand it? Should I be more activist?
Davis: Patience may assume an air of condescension or paternalism, like,
“You’re not there; I’m there, and you will be there someday, and I just need to
be patient with you.” I’m not sure that’s necessarily the case. We don’t know
what will be in the Lord’s mind in the future; we don’t know what is going to
happen. I remember being told as a youth in the 1960s and the early ’70s that
blacks would receive the priesthood after the Millennium occurred. So for
someone who felt like that was not something they felt good about—a priesthood ban based on their color or their race—what that person was being told
was, “Well, you’re going to have to live with it because in your lifetime it is
never going to change; it is going to change after the Millennium, many, many
years from now.” Clearly, that is not what happened. So I am not predicting
that there is going to be a specific change, but I am also not likely to say it is
not going to happen, that change is not possible in the future, and therefore I
think we need to be accepting of the fact that we shouldn’t say what the Lord
is going to do tomorrow, twenty years from now, fifty years from now, or one
hundred years from now. I wouldn’t want to presume that.
Wayment: That is a great point. I want to direct you to something that you
started this conversation with. We as a Church are neutral politically, but LDS
classrooms are rarely neutral; LDS sacrament meetings are rarely neutral. So can
you speak to this idea that there is kind of an accepted politics among Latter-day
Saints, but we teach neutrality? Help me navigate that as someone who might see
the world a little different politically.
Davis: So the institution is politically neutral, but the members are not;
they don’t have to be. So what happens when you put the members into the
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institutional sphere? Are they still supposed to be neutral? For example, in
my home, in a community setting, I can be as biased as I want to be, as politically directed in one way or another as I want to be. But once I enter the
church building and I am in a classroom, particularly if I am the one who
is the teacher or the leader, or if I am in a ward council or a bishopric meeting or some other meeting like that, do I need to maintain a neutrality that
goes with the institution, or can I maintain my role as a non-neutral member?
I think that is where these spheres sort of butt up against each other. The
problem has been trying to get members to see the institutional sphere as one
where they should leave their prejudices at the door and recognize that we
are there to worship; we are not there for political purposes. They are dealing with members who think differently than they do. They are also perhaps
in the midst of investigators who are wondering, what is this church about?
What are these members like? Even though we talk about the Church as an
institution, for almost everybody else outside the Church, the Church is its
members, and they judge the Church by the members. So in an institutional
setting, we should try to encourage members to say, “No, this is not really the
place for me to criticize some national leader I don’t like or some politician I
don’t like.” I have seen this, and you’ve seen this before. We need to go beyond
that and recognize that there is more political diversity in the Church than
we realize exists, and therefore we need to be accepting of other people who
think differently and not suggest that they have some kind of a spiritual defect
because they are different. They think differently. So in our recent election, is
someone who liked Donald Trump spiritually bankrupt? From one perspective, we wonder how he or she could possibly support him, but on the other
hand you get the person who voted for Hillary Clinton being told, “How
could you possibly support a Democrat?” So what I think we need to do is to
encourage members to be accepting of the fact that there are differences and
that it is not our place to judge the moral character of other members based
on what his or her political preferences are.
Wayment: As a teacher, I see this happening at times, where students come
away offended because of the politics presented during a message that was taught
about, for example, Jesus Christ or a Book of Mormon message, and it creates an
interesting dynamic where sometimes we may say things that appear to represent,
if you will, the Church’s position, and the students now are debating if they need
to accept that part of the message or not. I will be honest; I think it puts the
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students in a difficult circumstance. Can I disagree with my teacher’s politics but
believe in the same gospel that he or she does?
Davis: Well, you can go further and higher than that. When President
Ezra Taft Benson was a member of the Twelve, he was very vocal politically,
saying that some third party that he was kind of associated with was the party
closest to the gospel and closest to the Church. He was just very, very vocal,
even during general conference sometimes. So as a member who didn’t agree
with him politically, what could you say? There were members I know who left
the Church during that time period because they disagreed with his political
views. There is certainly a reason for not using the pulpit in that way, because
you may actually cause people to go away. You don’t set up those students’
paradox if you’re never using the classroom or the pulpit for your personal
political views. But if indeed, thinking about the student’s perspective, that
happens, it is hard to send that message: that the authority figure here in my
life, the seminary teacher or my Sunday School teacher or my Young Women
teacher, is wrong. Students need to realize teachers may say inappropriate
things. That is a complexity they are going to have to learn eventually, but it
may be hard. We know it is sometimes hard for students because they have
an ideal view, and when that doesn’t happen, they may react in different ways.
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We need to encourage members to be accepting of the fact that there are differences and that it is not our
place to judge the moral character of other members based on what his or her political preferences are.
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A lot of our supposedly big battles that occur at any given time pale in significance to our individual efforts
to live the gospel.

Wayment: Yes, it is tough for a student to make sense of that. I want you to
help us understand this idea of religious liberty that is such a hot topic right now,
and if I mischaracterize it, correct me. We are hearing a lot about individual
rights. Could you not necessarily take a personal position but tell us what is at
stake? What are the two camps fighting for?
Davis: Well, they are both fighting for the same thing; they are fighting
for recognition of their separate identities. So religious freedom advocates
are saying, “We should be able to practice our religion, which may bump up
against society’s views about things,” and the proponents of individual rights,
particularly the LGBT community right now, are saying, “If we allow that,
then we are basically allowing discrimination to exist.” So I know if I go in to
get my clothes dry-cleaned, and the person says, “I am not going to serve you
because you are gay, and I have a religious conviction that I do not serve gay
people,” what exactly is the resolution to that? The way that our society has
worked in the United States is that once we have established a right, we make
it uniform. So if you have a right and you go to someone who is providing a
public service, you maintain that right; they cannot discriminate against you
on the basis of that right.
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Wayment: So do you see one side winning this argument right now? Is there
a momentum or tide change here in the fight for religious liberty versus individual rights? I hear both sides crying foul a little bit.
Davis: Yeah, there’s already a winner, and that is the side that favors individual rights, because the religious liberty advocates are trying to carve out
some kind of religious exemption in what society has determined as a right
that exists. If you flip the situation here, and the argument had to do with,
let’s say Latter-day Saints, I don’t think we would want to go into some place
that provides a public service for people generally and be told that because
we are Mormons, we’re not going to be served, that we’re not going to get a
meal at a restaurant or get a hotel room. We would be outraged by that kind
of behavior, and that is exactly what has gone on with the LBGT community,
and it went on before with race. In the early 1970s, I lived in Georgia. We
were traveling, and we went to a hotel in southern Georgia. I was walking in
with my father and he asked whether there was a room available. The owner
said there were plenty of rooms. As my father was checking in, an African
American couple came in and asked if there were any rooms available. They
were told, “No, this gentleman here has taken our last room. Sorry.” Of course
we knew he was lying. My father told the owner, “If you won’t serve these
people, we don’t want to stay here,” and we walked out. He lost two customers
because of his views, but that’s the way it was for blacks in the South. Do we
really want to be that way as religious believers, as Latter-day Saints? I don’t
think we do. If an LBGT couple were to go to somebody who does weddings
and be told, “No, we’re not going to get you a wedding dress or a wedding
suit because of who you are,” then that’s the same kind of thing. Society as a
whole has said, “No, we don’t tolerate that; that’s not acceptable.” So I think
we’ve already got a victor here—the individual rights group—and I think we
all probably would prefer that to be the case. Now, that doesn’t mean that we
can’t go into church and say what we want to say. We also should be able to go
into the public sphere and say what we want. That same wedding store owner
can write a letter to the editor, can try to change the law, or can do all of those
sorts of things to reflect his or her religious views in the public square. But in
terms of a public service, if service providers are going to provide it for some
people, they have to provide it extensively for everybody, for the public.
Wayment: Let me have you speak a little bit now to an increasingly common attitude. I’ve heard some say, “I’ll follow my Church leaders in going down
this religious liberties path, but privately I don’t feel that way; privately I don’t
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Carl Bloch, The Crucifiction.

want to exclude gay marriage. I don’t want to do those things.” I’m hearing that
a lot, that there is one identity I have on Sunday and one identity that I have
personally. Maybe I hear this so often because of my affiliation with Religious
Education, but colleagues are saying that’s a really dangerous attitude and that
we need to get the youth in line. I’m searching for a narrative to help us understand that.

“I try to keep my focus on the core of the gospel, and that it is about Christ and his crucifixion; it is about a
daily walk, an attempt to deal with my sins through his Atonement.”
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Davis: I can see where it’s dangerous. There is a lack of integrity when
you’re saying one thing here and you’re saying a different thing there and
you’re following what the Church says on Sunday and then the rest of the week
you’re doing whatever you want. We certainly want people to have integrity.
We don’t want them to feel like they have to pretend to be one thing; that is a
real problem. It’s better if they just say in all settings how they feel, and if they
don’t feel like they support that particular aspect, they aren’t judged as not
having a testimony. It’s like someone who says they don’t like this part of the
Word of Wisdom or that they like to watch football on Sunday or something
like that. But again we seem to focus on this one as being far more important
than any of the others, which has the effect of basically telling people they
don’t belong because their difference is much larger than others’ differences.
Therefore, they don’t really belong in this society unless they shift their ideas.
But then they are being asked to pretend. And to me, it’s dangerous to engage
in that sort of pretending. It’s probably better to say what your problems are,
what your issues are, and what is bothering you, and get that out in the open.
I’ve heard so many times from various teachers that there are some issues that
they take out, look at, can’t resolve, and put back on the shelf, and they wait
until another day to answer them. They just go on with their lives. My guess is
that for many of us, there is something on the shelf that we don’t understand
and that we may not like, but we just take it down and examine it and, if we
can’t resolve it, wait for some future resolution of the issue. But I think that’s
different than pretending that it doesn’t exist.
Wayment: I’m going to push you just a little harder on this. Your daughter
comes home and says, “Dad, I really liked what I heard in Sunday School today,
but there was this real pressure to think one way about a political topic, a political position, and I felt really uncomfortable.” How would you counsel your son or
daughter to manage those feelings? What do you say to that child who’s wondering if it is OK to feel a little hurt or a little annoyed about what was said?
Davis: I think the best thing is to set an example, which goes a couple of
ways: the example of being faithful but also the example of being honest in
saying that I too have some issues. There are also some things that I have difficulty with. It sends the message to others and to family members that if they
have difficulty with some issue at some point, it’s OK; they don’t have to leave
the Church because they have an issue of disagreement or are uncomfortable
with something. People are human, and they may use the setting (the pulpit
or the classroom) in a way that’s inappropriate to express their political ideas,
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and we’re just going to have to deal with that occurring at times. We have the
right to say something about it if we disagree in class. The message should be,
if you don’t feel comfortable doing that, don’t do it until you do, but don’t
feel like this has to be some deal breaker for you in terms of being a disciple of
Christ or trying to be a disciple of Christ. These disagreements are typically a
small part of the gospel. Even whether one opposes or supports gay marriage
is a small part of the total gospel of Christ.
Wayment: This is my last question, and maybe it is a softball question. You
have these multiple identities. You’re a believer; you’re a BYU professor; you’ve
held political office; you’ve served the community politically; you’ve done a lot of
interesting things. I want you to share for a couple of minutes, where do you connect spiritually to the message? I think that will be a meaningful thing. What
makes you tick? When I read The Liberal Soul, I felt like I was hearing some of
that. So I was wondering if you have a word of advice, a word of wisdom that
you might share?
Davis: I try to keep my focus on the core of the gospel, and that it is about
Christ and his Crucifixion; it is about a daily walk, an attempt to deal with
my sins through his Atonement. I try to become more Christlike and not to
become immersed in the trivia of the day. I think some of these things are the
trivia of the day in the sense that people—and I see this with my students as
well—get very concerned about what’s going on right now, and they don’t
put it in perspective, a broader eternal perspective that Trump and Clinton
are going to go away and that even the issue about gay marriage is going to
go away. It’s the hot thing today, but blacks and the priesthood was the hot
issue of the day when I went on a mission. I went on a mission to the South
before 1978, and that was a big issue. I was in the temple recently, and I saw
this interracial couple walk in, and I thought about how that would not have
happened forty years ago; there was so much tension at that time. So I can’t
predict what’s going to happen forty years from now. I just think a lot of our
supposedly big battles that occur at any given time pale in significance to our
individual efforts to live the gospel.
Wayment: That’s a great thought. Is there anything you want to add?
Anything you feel needed to be said that would help?
Davis: I think that the main thing I would like to say to seminary teachers or to Sunday School teachers or anyone that deals with the youth is to not
be so judgmental and not be so quick to write them out of the Church because
of the things that they believe at that particular moment in their lives, which
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may be different twenty years in the future. Try to avoid using the classroom as
a forum for presenting personal political views and for defending those views
by reference to some General Authority; President Ezra Taft Benson is clearly
one of those where that would be the case. But instead, step back. I remember
Elder D. Todd Christofferson saying in general conference—I mention this in
the book, so this goes back a few conferences—that the way to judge whether
something is doctrine is that it’s being said by lots of people and not just one
and that it’s being said over time and not just for a short period of time.1
We forget that. We may pick out the General Authority that we like at that
moment, who’s agreeing with our view, and we say, “There is the gospel right
there. That’s Church doctrine,” and not realize that sometimes it may take
a while to discern that because you can tell that other General Authorities
aren’t saying the same thing at the time. How do you tell whether they are
saying it over time unless you have some perspective? You wait a while and
ask if this is a continual thing or if it was just something at one point in time.
One example is the stance of President Gordon B. Hinckley on the cultural
practice of how many earrings to wear. I have not heard anybody else say that.
Wayment: It was very much a statement of what he likes.
Davis: Yes. I heard a little bit of support for that at the time, but I’ve not
heard anything since then. So is that Church policy or was that not Church
policy? To me, that’s an example of needing to wait and see, and yet I remember so much judgment at the time. In fact, I remember a story about a young
man whose girlfriend had two earrings, and she didn’t take out one, and that
made him wonder about her. I thought, wait a minute, if President Hinckley’s
view on a cultural practice is what is at stake here, not Church policy, why
are you judging her based on whether she goes along with one person’s view?
That is why it is critical not to judge others quickly, but instead help others,
particularly young people, recognize our universal humanness, realize that
God does not rob any of us of our agency, and acknowledge that the issues
of the day are trivial compared with the broader objective of following the
Savior.
Note
1. D. Todd Christofferson, “The Doctrine of Christ,” Ensign, May 2012, 86–89; see also
http://www.mormonnewsroom.org/article/approaching-mormon-doctrine
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he Joseph Smith Papers Project has revolutionized the way that historians and educators can study and teach the life of the LDS Church’s
first prophet. The fourth volume of the Documents series provides introductions and transcripts of its documents to help readers better understand
each source. Documents, Volume 4 contains several important documents
produced between April 1834–September 1835, including a sales receipt
for the purchase of Egyptian artifacts that included the Book of Abraham,
early documents related to the publication of the Book of Commandments
(Doctrine and Covenants), and the promise of an endowment of power in
the Kirtland Temple. Although Documents, Volume 4 has fewer revelations
than the first three volumes of the Documents series, that should not prevent
historians and researchers from engaging with the volume for research and
classroom use.
Some documents are more valuable than others for specific lessons and
approaches to teaching Church history and the Doctrine and Covenants
(every person’s teaching approach can benefit by including material from
Documents, Volume 4). With this in mind, throughout this review I articulate
RE · VOL. 18 NO. 1 · 2017 · 125–29
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several key areas of the volume that educators can use to employ the documents in their gospel teaching. Specifically, I suggest ways that teachers can
better explain the pragmatic aspects of Joseph Smith’s prophetic leadership,
the importance of the Camp of Israel (also known as Zion’s Camp), and how
the Camp of Israel prepared Latter-day Saints for callings within the early
Church.
Throughout 1834–35, Joseph Smith engaged in many Church-related
duties that we do not traditionally emphasize in Sunday School, seminary,
or institute classes. Documents, Volume 4 presents readers with several dozen
documents related to the ways that Joseph Smith and others governed the
early Church. These documents will help students to see the ways that Joseph
Smith and other priesthood leaders collaborated on matters both practical
and spiritual. For instance, some High Council meetings address matters of
Church discipline, some relate to raising volunteers for the Camp of Israel,
and others give specific direction to Church members in their callings. These
types of meetings reveal the ways that early Church leaders made decisions
and operated, providing a glimpse into the decision-making processes that
we need our students to learn in order to serve in their own callings. They
also highlight the “busyness” of Joseph Smith’s life. He participated in scores
of meetings, corresponded with many people, preached, led the Church
through financial struggles, and oversaw the publication and spread of his
teachings. Using these documents, teachers can help their students recognize
the weight of Joseph Smith’s day-to-day duties as they help their audience
understand his religious teachings.
Documents, Volume 4 also contains letters written to Emma Smith that
shed light on the familial responsibilities that Joseph did his best to tend to
while doing all that he could to lead the Church (48–59). These documents
portray a very human side to Joseph, a valuable counterbalance to hagiographic narratives that downplay the parts of the Prophet’s life not directly
related to Church governance or doctrine. These sources also allow educators to introduce students to the Smiths’ marital relationship, which faced
the highs and lows that every marriage faces (with the additional stresses of
Joseph’s frequent absence on Church business). Joseph Smith spent a lot of
time doing things other than receiving revelations or pondering the topic of
his next sermon. Like Latter-day Saints today, he balanced family responsibilities and other concerns outside of Church governance.
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Why did the Saints march to Zion despite their failure to recover their land and property?

Even within his Church responsibilities, Joseph Smith grappled with
leading the Saints through events like the Camp of Israel. The sources in
Documents, Volume 4 remind readers that Joseph Smith was not perfect, nor
did he operate in ideal conditions. He argued with his fellow Saints over petty
matters like the presence of a dog in the camp. Cholera swept through the
camp, and more than a dozen participants passed away as a result. However,
the Camp of Israel’s failure to win back Jackson County through military
means reveals important traits of Mormonism’s first prophet. Joseph Smith
possessed the humility to disband the camp even though it went against what
he wanted to do personally. The Camp of Israel demonstrates how Joseph
Smith received “refined” revelation when the Saints’ circumstances required.
Documents, Volume 4 also invites readers to consider why the Lord would
ask the Saints to march to Zion despite their failure to recover their land and
property. Teachers could ask students to consider that many of those who
accepted both the revelation to redeem Zion as well as the Lord’s instruction to disband the Camp of Israel became leaders of the Church in Ohio,
Missouri, Illinois, and elsewhere. In fact, Joseph Smith specifically said that
the Camp of Israel proved the Apostles’ faithfulness and capacity for leadership (221; see 219–34 for more on the calling of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles). Educators could organize a lesson around the idea that Latter-day
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Saints have always had to serve in the face of frustration and disappointment—and why those who persevere in times of trouble (a trait belonging to
model disciples) might be seen as especially ready to lead other Saints.
Sources in Documents, Volume 4 also help to explain the expansion of
priesthood quorums and the evolution of Church government from April
1834–April 1835. Using letters, meeting minutes, revelations, and other
documents available in this volume of The Joseph Smith Papers will undoubtedly help teachers to better answer student questions about priesthood

organization and the evolving responsibilities of Church leaders. Teachers
can use the meeting minutes, letters, and revelations in Documents, Volume 4
to discuss the practical reasons why the early Church’s governing structures
changed. Joseph Smith could not manage the minutiae of everyday Church
governance without help; the Lord provided other leaders to assist in leading
a Church experiencing rapid growth.
Educators should also be sure to teach their students about the participation of women and children in the Camp of Israel. While teaching about
the importance of women’s contributions, educators should point out that a
woman, Jane Clark, gave the second-largest financial donation to the Camp
of Israel—fifty dollars (148). Unfortunately, because of record-keeping
practices in the nineteenth century, we know much less about female participation in the early Church than male participation. As educators, we can do
much more to teach the history of women in Mormonism—this document
provides a great opportunity to include their faithful actions.
The sources in Documents, Volume 4 reveal the ways that Joseph led the
early Saints and how the Lord proved the faithfulness of many early leaders of the Church. The documents also provide material that educators can
use to teach about Joseph Smith’s personal life and the ways that it affected
his Church duties. Teachers can and will glean important information for
teaching Church history and the Doctrine and Covenants from Documents,
Volume 4. I wholeheartedly recommend that teachers use the documents from
the Joseph Smith Papers Project to add variety and detail to their lessons and
to increase their own gospel knowledge.

Lee Greene Richards, 1941. Courtesy of Intellectual Reserve, Inc.

Documents, Volume 4 also contains letters written to Emma Smith that shed light on how Joseph did his
best tending to his familial responsibilities while leading the Church.
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ypology has held a place of importance in the Christian tradition as a
method of theology, scriptural exegesis, and history from the composition
of the New Testament onward. In An Other Testament: On Typology, Joseph
Spencer examines the place of typology within the Book of Mormon in order
to understand the book’s theological complexity: “By theological complexity,
I do not primarily mean that the ideas presented in the Book of Mormon are
complex, though sometimes they are. Rather, I mean that it can be difficult
to bring into focus some of the Book of Mormon’s overarching theological
claims, given the book’s structural complexity” (xi; emphasis in original). In
order to bring these theological claims into focus, Spencer embarks on a close
and detailed reading of the structures and underlying theological viewpoints
within the writings of Book of Mormon figures.
While not looking to establish a systematic theology based in the Book
of Mormon, Spencer, according to his updated preface for the new edition,
is intent on practicing a scriptural theology, refusing “to be satisfied with
either the strictly referential meaning or even the more robust communicative sense of scripture. The scriptural theologian is convinced that the text
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has not been exhausted until its relevance to life has been investigated. And
the good scriptural theologian is convinced that that investigation is infinite,
that the text will never have been exhausted” (preface to the second edition).
The result is a slim but dense book, filled with incredible insight into the
points of view and methods of reading scriptural history employed within
the Book of Mormon. For those willing to put in the intense effort required
to get through his dense prose and theological wrestling, Spencer’s An Other
Testament will reward them with a deeper understanding of how the Book of
Mormon presents itself—“how the Book of Mormon teaches us to read the
Book of Mormon” (xi)—and will ultimately change the way they look at the
book. This is particularly true as it relates to the detailed structural analysis
that Spencer undertakes as the foundation for his theological work.
An Other Testament begins with Spencer outlining his method and
approach to the Book of Mormon as well as how he has structured the analysis. Here, Spencer notes that the Book of Mormon’s complexity is reinforced
by readers lacking understanding of its structural arrangement (or not paying
enough attention to how the book and its messages are arranged and presented) as well as the problem of having those ideas firmly embedded and
presented from within historically complex circumstances. Spencer addresses
this latter point—that of historicity—in his last point of the preface with
an acknowledgement of his position and active “faith commitments,” leading
him to “consistently assume the historicity of the Book of Mormon throughout the book” (xiv). However, he hopes that more secularly-focused “scholars
of Mormonism generally have something to learn from a believing Mormon
theologian hard at work on scripture” (xiv, emphasis in original).
The body of the book consists of five chapters, with an epilogue acting as
an overall conclusion. The first chapter is devoted to an extended analysis of
Alma 36 and the way Alma the Younger presents his conversion experience
typologically or as intertwined with a reading of a former prophet’s experience
(that of Lehi in 1 Nephi 1). Analyzing how Alma views and utilizes typology
in the pursuit of knowledge and conversion, Spencer uses this chapter as a
springboard to approach how typology is utilized elsewhere, devoting the last
four chapters to “examining the textual structures and historical entanglements that contextualize and complicate what Nephi and Abinadi have to say
about typology” (xii). Yet he recognizes that the methods of typology are not
uniform in the Book of Mormon. Nephi and Abinadi, while both developing
their ideas about typology and “likening” in discussion of the words of Isaiah,
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come to distinctly different notions of what typology is and how it should
be utilized in the application and interpretation of the Law of Moses and the
reading of the Prophets. Spencer states:
The difference between Nephi and Abinadi is embodied in the words themselves.
While Abinadi speaks explicitly of ‘types’ (a plural noun), Nephi speaks of ‘typifying’ (a gerund). Whereas Abinadi understands the individual laws, performances,
and ordinances of the Law to be individually typical of the various individual events
of Christ’s mortal ministry, Nephi focuses primarily on the whole Law as indicative
of Christ’s coming. In short: Abinadi’s Law of Moses was called for because of the
atonement still to come; Nephi’s Law of Moses calls for the atonement to come.
(161; emphasis in original)

In addition, he stresses that Nephi sees the process of typology as being
engaged on a covenantal, communal, and eschatological level, while Abinadi
focuses more on an individual and soteriological level associated with the
mortal ministry of the Messiah. Nephi’s method leads to a grand, sweeping
understanding of scriptural history on a larger scale, while Abinadi’s approach
focuses on specific events and their typological meaning.
These differences play out not just in the methods of utilizing scripture
but also with regard to aspects of Nephite community governance and religious doctrine, particularly with ideas about the Godhead and baptism in the
Book of Mormon. Spencer hypothesizes that “there had been in the Nephite
ecclesiastical tradition a ‘Nephi faction’ and an ‘Abinadi faction’” (107). This
rift is only ultimately resolved or healed when Christ teaches the Nephites to
overcome the “disputations” that have existed within the community by reasserting Nephi’s view over that of Abinadi.
Spencer ultimately notes that while these two methods of reading scripture are somewhat at odds one with another, and though Jesus emphasizes
Nephi’s view in his discourses, Spencer does not mean to portray Abinadi’s
typological understanding as worthless. Rather, he sees the Book of Mormon
as presenting Abinadi’s views as akin to a “lower” approach, while the “higher”
approach is Nephi’s typology. This is an important point, especially when one
considers (as Spencer does) that the majority of LDS readings of the Book of
Mormon follow Abinadi’s approach: “the common approach is to read Book
of Mormon narratives and prophetic sermons as so many dissociated pieces,
all of which can be taken as types of one’s personal experience with the Savior”
(173–74). Yet there is the danger in reading this way: “All too often, Abinadite
readings risk disintegrating into just so many individualistic and ultimately
idiosyncratic devotional reveries” (174). Thus, Spencer’s whole enterprise is to
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promote, in addition to the standard Abinadite or lower approach to reading,
a higher model open to seeing and reading the Book of Mormon “not only as
a gathering of texts about the covenant, but as a singular text intertwined, in
its very material existence, with the actual fulfillment of the covenant,” reading it “by an interpretive method that recognizes not only the importance of
one’s personal daily engagement with Christ, but also the vital importance of
giving oneself to the communal, covenantal event launched, according to the
Book of Mormon, by the Book of Mormon itself ” (175).
This overarching theological enterprise is supported by a vast number of
important and vital insights with regard to the text of the Book of Mormon.
Spencer shows a brilliant ability to tease out difficult structural elements that
play an important role in the presentation of the Book of Mormon’s messages: the structural discussion of Alma 36 and its relationship with 1 Nephi
1, building on the works of John Welch and George Tate (1–11); the general
analysis of the structure of Nephi’s writings (chapter 2); the overall structure
of the Book of Mosiah (114–20); and the larger structure of Mormon’s greater
literary project (106–14). Similarly, his expositions of certain difficult passages—such as the paradox of Alma’s conversion (11–16), Nephi’s slaying of
Laban (84–93), and the motivations of Noah’s priests and Abinadi’s response
to their challenge to interpret Isaiah (142–64)—provide not only the support
structure for the argument Spencer is making, but are also each considerable
additions in the field of Book of Mormon studies in and of themselves. They
all enhance the field, expanding upon the works of exegesis and interpretation that have come before. Additionally, they also set an incredibly high bar
for future scholarly and devotional works on the nature, message, and intent
of the Book of Mormon, whether from more secular, academic views or more
conservative, traditional Mormon approaches.
With that being said, however, the book is not perfect (as Spencer notes
in his updated preface). Spencer never discusses or fully defines typology as
such, which may be problematic both from a scholarly perspective and for
readers who don’t have a strong understanding of Christian exegetical and
hermeneutic methods.1 Even a few paragraphs about such would have laid
a stronger foundation for his discussions. Additionally, the prose is dense
and in some instances exceedingly technical or overly philosophical or theological, especially where Spencer uses terms specific to his own developed
theories (such as “evental”) or engages in philosophical exegesis that is not
as clear as other portions of the book—for instance, his discussions of Alma’s
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epistemology, with its complications and interactions of “thought” and
“memory” (13–24). While this may be a turnoff for less-scholarly readers, the
fact that understanding requires work and mental exertion makes its reward
that much sweeter. As a word of advice, it will probably be best for many readers to study this with an open copy of the Book of Mormon at hand, as many
times Spencer refers to multiple scriptural passages and specifics assuming a
distinct familiarity with content based on simple citations.

Arnold Friberg, Abinadi Standing before King Noah.
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Abinadi standing before King Noah.

Likewise, there are some points or contentions about which I am not
fully convinced by Spencer’s arguments. For example, Spencer declares
repeatedly that the Book of Mormon itself teaches us to read it typologically.2
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While I would not dispute that this is one way the Book of Mormon authors
present their writings, it does not seem particularly self-evident that the ways
individual prophets read the works of their predecessors, none of whom had
access to a completed Book of Mormon, should dictate one specific manner
in which we should read the whole of the Book of Mormon. To illustrate by
comparison, the way Paul in the New Testament reads Old Testament passages, while being insightful, does not in any way determine a single method in
which the Old Testament should be read by others, even believing Christians.
Likewise, within the Book of Mormon, there are authors and writers (other
than Nephi, Abinadi, and Alma) who utilize other methods for reading and
interpreting scripture. Grant Hardy, in his volume Understanding the Book
of Mormon, points out the vastly different methods of Mormon and Moroni
in reading and editing the scriptures and historical narratives they included.3
Their methods are distinctly opposed to one another in certain ways, yet each
could also constitute a way that the Book of Mormon instructs us on how to
read the Book of Mormon. Just as Spencer is clear to point out that Abinadi’s
reading of scripture should not be jettisoned wholly for Nephi’s reading, all
other ways of reading the Book of Mormon should not be jettisoned in favor
of a typological reading. Rather, holding the readings in a creative tension, or
accepting a multivalent perspective on the various ways and means the Book
of Mormon teaches us how to read the Book of Mormon, would not only
be valuable, but may stop our intellectual pendulums from getting stuck in
interpretive extremes.
All that being said, I would readily recommend this book to any and all
who desire greater insight into the Book of Mormon as a scriptural text, especially as a method for gaining insight into one method of reading that is not
generally practiced in LDS approaches to the Book of Mormon. It is particularly an important volume for the consideration of those called upon to teach
this text, as it emphasizes the complexity and importance of continually coming to the text with eyes open for greater understanding. We must always be
open to viewing with new eyes and hearing with new ears. As Nephi exhorts
us, “Wo be unto him that saith: We have received, and we need no more!” (2
Nephi 28:27).

Review of An Other Testament: On Typology

137

Notes
1. The closest stated definition of typology comes within the context of overviewing
Alma’s ideas of typology: “As Alma develops it, typology is a question of how events—singular, unpredictable experiences with the divine—interrupt the natural flow of history and so
allow for the past to be understood in new, redemptive ways. Put in Alma’s own words, typology is a question of allowing new thought to rework memory, so that it becomes possible to
advance in the knowledge of God” (xii). But this does not speak to a greater definition of
typology, and, even more, it is qualified by statements that Nephi and Abinadi develop typology differently.
2. While Spencer does not make the claim specifically that a typological reading is the
sole authentic reading, his repeated declarations that this is how the Book of Mormon should
be read or teaches us to read itself may come off as somewhat prescriptive in that regard.
3. See Grant Hardy, Understanding the Book of Mormon: A Reader’s Guide (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 91, 119, 222–25, 235, 240.
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Kalaupapa: The Mormon Experience in
an Exiled Community

To purchase any of the following publications, please visit www.byubookstore.com and
search by book title or ISBN number, or call the BYU Store toll-free at 1-800-253-2578.

By Fred E. Woods

In the nineteenth century, leprosy (now
known as Hansen’s disease) spread through
the Hawaiian Islands, causing the king of
Hawai‘i to sanction an act that exiled all people afflicted with this disease to Kalaupapa,
a peninsula on the island of Moloka‘i.
Kalaupapa was separated from the rest of the
world, with sheer cliffs on one side, the ocean
on the other three, and limited contact with
anyone, even loved ones. In Kalaupapa,
the author delves into the untold history of Kalaupapa and its inhabitants,
recounting the patients’ experience on the peninsula and emphasizing the
Mormon connection to it.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9413-4 ; US $27.99
Mormons in the Piazza: History of the
Latter-day Saints in Italy

His Majesty and Mission
Edited by Nicholas J. Frederick
and Keith J. Wilson

Christianity rises or
falls based on the reality of
the Resurrection. Christian
religious leaders of all
walks have commented
on the importance of the
Resurrection. Accordingly,
this volume is organized to
enhance our celebration of the miracle of the Resurrection. The essays published in this volume represent the talks presented at the annual Brigham
Young University Easter Conferences in 2016 and 2017 by Sheri Dew, Eric D.
Huntsman, Daniel K Judd, Camille Fronk Olson, Hank R. Smith, and Elder
Kevin J Worthen.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9412-7; US $17.99

By James A. Toronto, Eric R Dursteler, and Michael W.
Homer

From the day Lorenzo Snow stepped
out of a carriage onto Italian soil in 1850
to the day that Thomas S. Monson turned
a shovel of Italian soil to break ground for a
temple in 2010, The Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints has made evangelization
in Italy a high priority. Mormon missionary
work unfolded against a backdrop of historical forces—political upheaval, world wars,
social change, and internal Church dynamics—that presented both obstacles and opportunities for growth.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9410-3; US $34.99
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Joseph Smith’s Seer Stones
By Michael Hubbard MacKay and Nicholas J. Frederick

When the Church released photos of the
brown seer stone that was owned and used by
Joseph Smith, the news ignited a firestorm
of curiosity and controversy. People wanted
more information and wondered why they
weren’t aware of the stone’s existence.
This book discusses the origins of Joseph
Smith’s seer stones and explores how Joseph
used them throughout his life in a way
that goes beyond translating the Book of
Mormon. It also traces the provenance of the seer stones once they leave his
possession.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9405-9; US $25.99
Foundations of the Restoration:
Fulfillment of the Covenant Purposes
Edited by Craig James Ostler, Michael Hubbard
MacKay, and Barbara Morgan Gardner

This book is a compilation of essays from
the 45th annual Brigham Young University
Sidney B. Sperry Symposium titled
Foundations of the Restoration. The keynote
address by Robert L. Millet highlights the
restoration of plain and precious truths.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9407-3; US $24.99

A Reason for Faith: Navigating LDS
Doctrine and Church History
Edited by Laura Harris Hales

A Reason for Faith was written to do
just as the title implies: provide reasons for
faith by offering faithful answers to sincere
questions. Before the Internet, historical and
doctrinal questions not addressed in the curriculum of The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints were mostly found in the
scholarly articles of academic journals. This
is no longer the case. These topics are now
widely debated and discussed online and in
other forums. And when members of the LDS Church come across information that is unfamiliar, they may feel surprise, fear, betrayal, or even anger.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9401-1; US $29.99
A Historian in Zion: The Autobiography
of Andrew Jenson, Assistant Church
Historian, Revised and Enhanced Edition
Edited by Reid L. Neilson and R. Mark Melville

The Autobiography of Andrew Jenson,
first published in 1938, tells the personal
story of a Danish Mormon convert who
eventually served as Assistant Church
Historian for over forty years. The author
mined his voluminous personal journals and
assembled church records to tell the story
of the Restoration of the gospel since the
1850s when he arrived in Utah as a European
immigrant. This revised and enhanced edition features a biographical essay
telling the overarching sweep of Jenson’s life and contextualizing his other
printed works. Through his synthesized research, writing, and reflections,
readers come away with deeper appreciation for the men and women whose
lives constitute Mormon history.
ISBN: 978-1-9443-9400-4; US $39.99
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Upcoming Events
Religious Education Student Symposium

Friday, 17 February 2017
This event will be held in the Wilkinson Student Center from 9:00 to noon.
The annual student symposium provides a forum for students to research,
write, and present papers about religious subjects from a faithful perspective.
For more information, visit http://rsc.byu.edu/studentsymposium.

Staff Spotlights
Publication Coordinator
Joany Pinegar is the publication coordinator for the Religious
Studies Center. In her duties for the RSC, Joany works closely with
the publication director, executive editor, and production supervisor on all RSC publications. A graduate from BYU with a degree in
elementary education, Joany also loves to travel and try new adventures, read good books, be creative, and spend time with her seven
beautiful children and eleven incredibly adorable grandchildren.

BYU Easter Conference

Friday, 15 April 2017
This Easter Conference will be held on Good Friday in the Joseph Smith
Building ( JSB) auditorium beginning at 7:00 p.m. The keynote speaker will
be President Kevin J Worthen, president of Brigham Young University. The
other two speakers are Camille Fronk Olson, chair of the Department of
Ancient Scripture at BYU, and Hank Smith, assistant professor of ancient
scripture. Each speaker will talk about various aspects of the Savior, his life,
his mission, the Atonement, and his influence on our lives today. Plan to bring
a friend or loved one and come early. For more information, visit http://rsc.
byu.edu/easterconference.
These events are free of charge, and registration is not required. Some event
details are subject to change. For more details, please visit us online at rsc.byu.
edu/conferences or contact Brent Nordgren at 801-422-3293.

Research Assistant
Rebekah Romer was raised in Lorena, Texas. She always dreamed
of attending BYU and is thrilled to be living that dream. She plans
to major in early childhood education, and she loves working and
being with children. Music and art are a big part of her life. She plays
the violin, piano, and the French horn and enjoys painting. Even
though the rigor of college can be difficult at times, there is no place
she would rather be. The RSC if full of devoted disciples, which
makes work an enjoyable experience each day.
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